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Advisor:  Joshua D. Wilner 
For many who have been transformed by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick through reading her 
books and essays, by being a student of hers, or in friendship with her, the question 
"What does Eve do?" is often a mystery with no precise answer. These transformations 
can be highly varied in their manifestations.  In his essay for the 30th Anniversary 
edition of Between Men, Wayne Koestenbaum discusses an "Eve effect" which makes 
"her listeners more curious, more intelligent, more consecrated to the vocation of being 
thrilled" (emphasis in original, xiv). This dissertation unravels some of these mysteries 
by tracing how the Eve effect works and how it affects a reader/student/friend. Using 
the concept of affordances as first coined by perceptual and environmental psychologist 
James J. Gibson, carried on by design and ergonomics writer Donald Norman, and 
numerous UX analysts, Sedgwick's work is examined according to what it enables you 
to do. The structure of her writing is analyzed in terms of the prompts they offer for 
recruiting the reader as writer, allowing readers to participate in writerly contributions 
within the spaces of the prose. The invitations of her paper- and fiber-art (identified 
here as dimensional work), are analyzed in terms of their affordances for non-
traditional reading strategies such as non-linear reading. The final chapter is 
 
 v 
experimental in form, making use of Sedgwick's graduate-level reading and studio 
course, "How To Do Things With Words and Other Materials." Using mathematical 
techniques from the field of combinatorics, the final chapter consists of ten sections 
which link every possible duo of five different subject areas of interest to Sedgwick: 1) 
Absence, Negation, Refusal, Emptiness, Nothing; 2) Buddhism, Afterlife; Spirit; 3) 
Impermanence, Death, Medicine, Illness; 4) Materials, Body,  Crafts, Texture, Touch, 
Making; and 5) Writing, Paper and Pen, Word Processors. It is presented here in 
standard pages, but it also exists as ten hand-made fascicles, created  in order to more 
deeply explore the haptic, textural engagements of writing that Sedgwick's course 
addressed. The result is a performative and peri-performative expression of the 
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A brief introduction to the concept of affordances, its history, and how it has been 
used by, and can be applied to, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick.
An affordance is a relationship between the properties of an object and the capabilities
of the agent that determine just how the object could possibly be used.... But affordance is not a
property. An affordance is a relationship.  – Donald Norman
Eve and We
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s work includes many examples of important, widely 
recognized achievements. Her books Between Men and Epistemology of the Closet are 
considered major contributions to queer and feminist studies. Sedgwick played a key 
role in helping to create and establish Queer Theory as a vital force in contemporary 
scholarship. She took headline-making departures from what had been accepted 
literary academic study (“Jane Austen and the Masturbating Girl” is the unavoidable 
example). Like many influential theorists, Sedgwick continued to elaborate and expand 
on her most successful ideas. However, she also went on to make extraordinarily 
inventive explorations of further intellectual realms. For example, she greatly expanded 
the uses of performative language theories, in particular those of J.L. Austin, and 
revived interest in the work of Silvan Tomkins, a psychologist whose innovative work 
in affect theory had been long under-appreciated. By any standards these are 
impressive accomplishments, and surely they have prompted personal transformation; 
however, they do not fully explain what I regard as affordances in her work. The term 
affordances (explained in greater detail below) refers to the qualities of an object or 
environment that allow for certain kinds of interactions. Thus, a tree is climb-up-able 
for a squirrel, a computer menu can be click-able by a person using a mouse.
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Sedgwick not only maps intellectual territory, she seems to create an 
environment in which new ideas and information, paradigms of identity, and more can 
emerge, be discovered, or evolve. That is, there are transformations of oneself, and of 
the world.  Which is to say that Sedgwick's work being empowering, paradigm-shifting 
and -expanding, liberating and so on is true, but inadequate to explain what I wish to 
begin to describe and understand through this dissertation. Sedgwick’s use of 
“affordances” helps us approach the question, What does Eve do?
Long before the first rustlings of this dissertation topic were audible, or even 
possible, almost from the day of meeting Eve Sedgwick, that question came to me: What
does Eve do? For me and for many others engaging with Eve Sedgwick, through her 
writing or in person, is profoundly and repeatedly transmutative. But not only that -- 
transforming in ways that were somehow different, peculiarly difficult to account for.  
What does Eve do? That persistent question fed this dissertation. My wish is to account 
for Sedgwick’s space-making, authorizing, identity-expanding, category-disrupting, 
and enabling through processes that are not readily traced.  This thesis is necessarily 
and happily a partial contribution only to such a project. 
Encountering Sedgwick’s ideas can initiate the crumbling of foundational 
conceptual categories; learning from Sedgwick can be identity-changing; reading 
Sedgwick can be a highly dynamic interplay of a reading subject and a text’s subject; 
engaging with Sedgwick’s material work (in textiles, paper, and other media) can be a 
profound lesson in reading practices. A single sentence or seemingly casual remark of 
Sedgwick’s can touch off explosively expanded dimensions of what is possible, or more 
perplexingly, simply what counts as ordinary. What is actually going on? I am not alone
with this question. These experiences have proven difficult to analyze, or even describe,
and many people have found it hard to articulate What Eve does. Her brother grappled 
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with it in the context of a close personal relationship. In an academic context. Jason 
Edwards, in his  book on Sedgwick for the Routledge Critical Thinkers series, finds it 
necessary to open with a telling of his own life and its intersections with Sedgwick, and 
to make an unusual request of his reader: “...can I ask you a favour? As you read this 
book ... can you check in regularly with how you’re feeling, where you’re feeling it ... 
what you’re thinking and dreaming about...” (2). When discussing Sedgwick and her 
work, scholars, writing in formal contexts, use terms such as “love,” “dreams,” “life-
changing,” or “aphrodisiac.” What is it that inspires and requires this kind of stepping-
out from conventional academic language?  The book Regarding Sedgwick finds essayists 
stretching for apt descriptions. Lauren Berlant says, "She enables the refusal of cramped 
necessity by way of a poetics of misrecognition (Barber and Clark 71). Judith Butler 
begins with "the experience of having one's thoughts remade on the occasion of reading 
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick" (109). Kathryn Bond Stockton writes the secret history of 
"Eve's love child … with Henry James" (181). James Kincaid begins his piece with the 
demurral, "no one in love with Eve (all of us) can write about her" (229) and evades the 
difficulty by denying that he is writing about Sedgwick; they are not two: "With Eve, it's
always we … Eve is the we of me” (229).
How to explain what your mind is like, how you see and know things, the ways 
you understand what things are that is different than before.  How can things seem so 
different, and yet utterly unchanged? For instance: I was talking with Eve and 
mentioned in a tone -- somewhere between sheepish and faux sheepish -- that I was, 
"well, not exactly obsessed with [something], but….” Eve suggested that I cultivate it, 
because, she said, "an obsession is such a useful thing." What? Oh, I see…. In a moment,
momentous change.  Subtle in a way, but also extremely powerful. Mind altered, in one 
gentle beat. It felt something like being stunned, but without the shock. And what, 
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really, had she done? Where is the lever that connects unusual but seemingly simple 
observations such as, "an obsession is such a useful thing" to a startling realization, a 
revised self-identity, and a warm acceptance? What equips an observation such as 
“People are different from each another” (Epistemology 22) to function as a radical axiom
rather than a mundane cliché? What does Eve do?
The nature of these experiences cannot be fully accounted for using familiar 
academic rubrics because the effects of Sedgwick’s work are different in kind, and have 
been produced in ways that are different in kind, from those which have been 
documented in an academic context. They are not necessarily produced, as one might 
expect, by new information, new ways of thinking, or new ideas in ground-breaking or 
radically disrupting theory and scholarship.
Encountering Sedgwick is very broadly something like (but is not quite) a 
sudden, high-velocity, and very large-scale expansion of one's sense of what is possible.
However, there is a difficulty in locating what has changed. “Expansion” suggests that 
there was an invisible list of what was possible, and that that list got longer.  But that 
can't be entirely right, because often, you know nothing more than you had before; 
there might not be any new information. Similarly there may not be a change in the 
world that is the cause of the expansion, such as when a restrictive law lifted. And in 
some sense, there may not even be a change in you -- a new skill or capacity you have 
acquired, such as playing the guitar or being able to hold your breath a long time. And 
yet because of Sedgwick, I changed, and so too did the places I inhabited, the spaces I 
moved in, the environments in which my mind could travel, and the kinds of 
relationships that were possible among these. However, the way in which these changes
happened weren't like other changes I had experienced. I considered myself well-versed
in shifts of identity, world-view, understanding, perception, context, and the nature of 
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reality.  But the transformations Sedgwick prompts are different from any of these. Not 
so much a Really?! as an Oh, yes, I see…. 
Not long after her death, I posed the question to Sedgwick's brother David 
Kosofsky. In an e-mail I wrote: 
I'm trying to describe what Eve did -- a certain kind of effect of being with her, 
but also of reading her or otherwise relating to her work. […] Is the Eve Effect 
(EE)1 to transform, expand, create, enable... something? Partly. Is EE the ability to
do something? Partly. Think in new ways, have new identity options, feel better 
about yourself, become smarter... all partly. Maybe she would call it something 
more like "love." 
You have one of those EE moments and it's something like the sudden and
very large expansion of the sense of what's possible -- but that misses at least two
important aspects. One is that "expansion" is sort of like making the list longer. 
That's not what it is. It's adding (or really pointing-out) some further dimension 
in the world. Another is that you're different, again, not in some list-lengthening 
way (I can go to Paris!), or self-confirming in a positive way (I'm NOT lazy, I just 
have this certain medical condition that explains everything). It's more like you 
now have some more dimensions also.  (19 Nov 2009)
Kosofsky's response was encouraging: 
what you're describing here is VERY MUCH something I have thought about 
quite a bit. That is, I think I know exactly what you're interested in describing.  
Your distinction between adding to a list and adding a dimension is particularly 
apt.  (19 Nov 2009) 
and he continued to elaborate a bit later:
1   This was long before publication of "The Eve Effect," Wayne Koestenbaum's essay in the 30th anniversary 
edition of Between Men.
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I think your description of the special enabling power that comes from an Eve 
Encounter in terms of an added dimension is very good and could be fertile. I 
think it might be a way to encompass several of the aspects - expansion, 
transformation, creation, identity-exploration -- of the fruits of those encounters.
 And I definitely think the project of trying to elucidate the experience. (because 
of the life-long-extended nature of the Encounter), I have a feeling that my own 
EE is somehow specially rich and charged... but I suspect that MANY of the 
people Eve interacted with have (for different reasons, or for no reason they 
could articulate) the same feeling. I sensed that strongly at the Eve Event last 
September. [Kosofsky and I had been participants in a celebration of Sedgwick's 
life that past September.]  (1 December 2009)
It was reassuring to have David Kosofsky, as insightful as he was, and with his 
long and close relationship with Eve, confirm the question, its difficulty, and some 
possible avenues toward answers.  Of course Sedgwick makes extensive and potent use 
of spatial metaphors and figures. It is one reason her writing can provide a sense of 
inhabitable space, of an environment So perhaps we could say of encountering 
Sedgwick, that it is as if some further dimension has been pointed out or opened -- 
somehow made available. Perhaps as Sedgwick has said of the effect of the poet Cavafy,
it is like "a new mental faculty in which new things could happen" (Weather 67). Is that 
what Eve does?
Instead of dimension or faculty, as a general designation for all this, I use 
“affordances.” What does Eve do? She provides affordances for us doing.  Affordances 
accommodate dynamic interactivity in a way that theory, influence, practice, or critical 
intervention, for example, do not. It can refer to a near-infinite range of potential ideas, 
activities, interactions and relations; it describes not what X or Y is, or can do, but gives 
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the relationship between them flexible space; it is interactive, environmental2. 
Furthermore, affordances is a word that Sedgwick herself used at various points in her 
writing, a few instances of which I discuss later. 
  
A Brief History of Affordances
James Gibson
Affordances is a term that emerges from the field of perceptual psychology within the 
context of environmental psychology. It does not describe the perceptual apparatus of a 
perceiver, elements of the perceived, or mechanisms of perception. It describes not a 
subject, nor its environment, but both, in terms of the possible relations and interactions
between them. In 1979, James J. Gibson published the term in his book, An Ecological 
Approach to Visual Perception: 
The verb to afford is found in the dictionary, but the noun affordance is not. I 
have made it up. I mean by it something that refers to both the environment and 
the animal in a way that no existing term does. It implies the complementarity of 
the animal and the environment. (127)
The interactivity of affordances is necessarily, inherently about particular qualities of a 
specific creature, and a specific features of an environment: 
A climb-upable thing must possess a certain rigidity, a certain surface area, a 
certain height, a certain textual quality, etc., to support the climbing of the snail 
and the snail must be of a certain mass, its mucous of a certain viscosity, its 
ventral surface of a certain flexibility, etc., to effect the climbing. (Turvey et al. 
264)
2.  It happens that the originator of the term, J. J. Gibson, was the doctoral advisor for Sedgwick’s husband, H. A. 
Sedgwick.  As Gibson developed the concept, he shared his work with a close group of graduate students which 
included H. A. Sedgwick, using a series of handouts that became known as "the purple peril."
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In a different example, Gibson notes that
the properties listed — horizontal, flat, extended, and rigid — would be physical 
properties of a surface if they were measured with the scales and standard units 
of physics. As an affordance for a species of animal, however, they have to be 
measured relative to the animal. (127)
Affordances of this type are nonetheless measure-able, and can be repeatedly observed 
and recorded. In that sense they are objective and scientifically testable. However, 
Gibson point out that, 
an affordance is neither an objective property nor a subjective property; or it is 
both if you like. An affordance cuts across the dichotomy of subjective-objective 
and helps us to understand its inadequacy. It is equally a fact of the environment 
and a fact of behavior. It is both physical and psychical, yet neither.  (121)
At the same time, Gibson makes clear that anything can offer affordances, not only 
objects. 
Donald Norman
The fields in which of the concept of affordances were actively used extended 
significantly outside of environmental psychology after Donald Norman applied it to 
the interaction of people with human-made objects in his 1988 book, The Psychology of 
Everyday Things (retitled The Design of Everyday Things in later editions). Gibson 
anticipated this in a discussion of how affordances may (and may not) be perceived: 
a glass wall affords seeing through but not walking through whereas a cloth 
curtain affords going through but not seeing through. Architects and designers 
know such facts, but hey lack a theory of affordances to encompass them in a 
system. (Norman 11)
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Environments that humans inhabit include objects that have been made specifically for 
a purpose. The affordances of such objects can, by the design of a maker or 
modifications of a user, can vary widely in their effectiveness. Industrial designers and 
ergonomic engineers use affordances to describe interactions between a person and a 
tool, a piece of furniture, directional signs, rooms and buildings, among other objects.  
According to Norman's definition: 
The term affordance refers to the relationship between a physical object and a 
person (or for that matter, any interacting agent, whether animal or human, or 
even machines and robots). An affordance is a relationship between the 
properties of an object and the capabilities of the agent that determine just how 
the object could possibly be used. A chair affords (“is for”) support and, 
therefore, affords sitting. Most chairs can also be carried by a single person (they 
afford lifting), but some can only be lifted by a strong person or by a team of 
people. If young or relatively weak people cannot lift a chair, then for these 
people, the chair does not have that affordance, it does not afford lifting.
 The presence of an affordance is jointly determined by the qualities of the object 
and the abilities of the agent that is interacting. […] But affordance is not a 
property. An affordance is a relationship. Whether an affordance exists depends 
upon the properties of both the object and the agent. (Norman 11)
Although this description may sound very much like Gibson's, the use of affordances 
by Norman and others concerned with user-centered design has important differences. 
From a design point of view, an affordance not only allows an object to be used a 
certain way, but also invites a particular kind of interaction. The clue in the quotation 
above is when Norman equates what a chair "affords" with what a chair "is for," which 
is providing support for sitting. That is not something that can be said about a branch 
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that affords nesting by a bird, for example in a Gibsonian sense; branches aren't for a 
particular use, but they can be used in particular ways. Norman's narrower concept of 
affordances is particularly relevant to those involved with the design of objects and 
environments to be used by people: graphic designers, makers of ergonomic tools, 
human factors engineers, industrial designers and so on. 
Affordances are as much a feature of human-made environments (which might 
also be thought of as large-scale objects) as of "natural" or not purposefully 
designed/created ones. This structure has excellent affordances for finding an entrance 
to a building: 
Fig. 1.1. Bungehuis, Amsterdam. (© Jane023, CC BY 3.0)
These do not:
Fig. 1.2. Entrances to Penn Station, Madison Square Garden, and Borders bookstore.
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(© Leonard J. DeFrancisci, CC BY-SA 3.0)
For Norman, the interactivity of an affordance involves more players than in Gibson's 
usage. There is the organism/agent (typically a human being), environments/objects, 
and there are also the creators of that object or environment. For Norman and user-
centered designers, this:
Fig. 1.3. A poster depicting Jacques Carelman's "Coffee Pot for Masochists." (© Troy B.
Thompson, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)
does not afford pouring coffee into a cup, because the spout is on the same side as the 
handle3. The form is so counter-intuitive for human use, that the very idea of such an 
object seems quite clever, and to actually make one is a kind of joke. However, if such 
an object were to spontaneously appear (perhaps a rock was eroded into that shape by a
fortuitous series of watery attacks, or maybe an example of this artwork was left in the 
wilderness), most creatures with two hands could grasp it on both sides and empty 
liquid from it by tilting the entire vessel. In that way it clearly affords pouring by 2-
handed creatures for Gibson, regardless of where the handle and spout are positioned, 
or even if there is no spout or handle at all. 
3  A version of this pot appears on the cover of all editions of Norman's The Design of Everyday Things.
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Similarly, according to Gibson, this:
Fig. 1.4. Pull handles, unmarked. (© Alan Levine, CC BY 2.0 )
offers affordances for either pushing or pulling a door open (provided the hinges allow 
movement in both directions), and for a variety of other actions which have nothing to 
do with it being a "door." The handle affords looping scarves through it for storage by 
humans, and a site for web-building by a spider. However, from a design point of view,
it offers affordances specifically for pulling open a door, while this: 
Fig. 1.5. Push plates, unmarked.
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offers affordances for pushing open a door. The literature on human factors and 
ergonomic design is riddled with examples such as these (figs. 1.6 and 1.7): 
Fig. 1.6. Pull sign on door without handles. (© Leo Reynolds, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)
Fig. 1.7. Pull and Push signs on door. (© Robert S. Donovan, CC BY 2.0) 
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a mocking demonstration of the folly of those who neglect sound, intuitive design by 
failing to provide correct affordances, or creating "bad" ones. They are known as 
"Norman doors."
Where Gibson defines an affordance as what an environment “offers an animal, 
for good or ill” (127), designers speak of affordances (that encourage a particular 
behavior) and anti-affordances (that discourage a behavior).  For Norman, the players 
now include a human, an object in an environment, and the designers of that object. 
A very useful characteristic of affordances is that anything can provide 
affordances: an object, a person, an idea, an action, an emotion, an aroma, a texture, a 
mist, a frown… etc. Equally useful is the user-specific nature of an affordance. The 
reachable storage that a high bookshelf affords a tall person is unaffected by the 
unreachability of the same shelf by a short person. A paragraph that is life-changing for 
me may do nothing for someone else; that doesn’t call into question its affordances for 
life-changingness. 
This at least partly explains the difficulty in accounting for what Eve does. 
Though I have related the story of Sedgwick saying “an obsession is such a useful 
thing” to people, and although many of them have been strongly affected by it, I am 
still uncertain whether it is an effective example here. There may be scores of readers for
whom it offers no such affordances. In this sense, “What does Eve do” may be the 
wrong question. A less elegant formulation might be more accurate: “What 
characteristics do readers have such that they can find affordances in things Eve does?” 
Sedgwick’s Use of Affordances
"Affordances" appears in many of Sedgwick's  writings, and I will look at only a few 
examples. There are several places where Sedgwick ascribes affordances to books or to 
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systems of thought. In “How to Bring Your Kids Up Gay: The War on Effeminate Boys,”
Sedgwick refers to, “Freud and the possibly spacious affordances of the mother-texts” 
(Tendencies 155). And in “Shame in a Cybernetic Fold: Reading Sylvan Tomkins,” 
Sedgwick and co-author Adam Frank note that Tomkins’s Affect Imagery, Consciousness 
“offers so many new affordances for understanding [affluence scripts among others]” 
(Touching Feeling 106).
Although these examples are well within the Gibsonian definition of affordances,
they nonetheless apply it in areas far from those Gibson, or Norman discuss/examine. 
If someone were to define and categorize varieties of textual affordances as indicated by
Sedgwick here, they would be to literary affordances what Norman has been to 
affordances of design — that is, with Sedgwick, they would create a new field. Yet these
are some of the simpler applications of affordances that Sedgwick makes. 
 In Between Men, discussing Dinah Morris, Sedgwick observes that at the 
beginning of Adam Bede, “Methodism offers the young female preacher [terms that] 
seem to be fairly clear and fairly advantageous” (141). Then she broadens the analysis 
and explains: 
“patriarchy” is not a monolithic mechanism for subordinating “the female” to 
“the male”; it is a web of valences and significations that, while deeply 
tendentious, can historically through its articulations and divisions offer both 
material and ideological affordances to women as well as men. (141)
Because of the niche interactivity suggested by “affordances,” her use of the word here 
does similar demonolithisizing of females who benefit from patriarchy as “web of 
valences and significations” does for patriarchy itself. It is not that females (or males) in 
general benefit, but as Gibson says of affordances, “[t]hey are unique for that animal” 
(127), or in this case that individual. 
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In “Queer and Now,” Sedgwick lambastes the American political right for 
“[t]rying to revoke every conceivable cognitive and institutional affordance for 
reflection, speculation, experimentation, contradiction, embroidery, daring, textual 
aggression, textual delight, double entendre, close reading, free association, wit—the 
family of creative activities that might, for purposes of brevity, be called thought” 
(Tendencies 18).  If nothing else, this shows the potent versatility of affordances, as 
Sedgwick deploys it. 
In Epistemology of the Closet, Sedgwick uses “affordance” several times, first in her
famous opening essay, “Introduction: Axiomatic,” when as part of Axiom 3 she writes: 
Insofar as lesbian object-choice was viewed as epitomizing a specificity of female 
experience and resistance, insofar as a symmetrically opposite understanding of 
gay male object-choice also obtained, and insofar also as feminism necessarily 
posited male and female experiences and interests as different and opposed, the 
implication was that an understanding of male homo/heterosexual definition 
could offer little or no affordance or interest for any lesbian theoretical project. 
(37)
This axiom states, “[t]here can’t be an a priori decision about how far it will make sense 
to conceptualize lesbian and gay male identities together. Or separately.” (36), so clearly
both oppositional and congruent identities are being called into question. The mock-
legal language of serial “insofar”s in the sentence quoted above paves a path for some 
type of pronouncement or ruling, but characteristically, Sedgwick instead concludes 
with no assertion. The insofars don’t end in a thus, or a therefore. This puts even more 
weight on the parallel construction of the sentence which indicates that the opposed 
male and female “experiences and interests” (posited by feminism) would be mirrored 
by experiences and interests of male homo/heterosexuals and lesbians. However, the 
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“implication” is expressed here as a presumed lack of “affordance or interest.” By using
affordance instead of experience, Sedgwick redirects the entire proposition away from 
inconclusive speculation. Unlike the word “experience” in some of its uses, an 
affordance is, as Gibson says, “an objective property of the environment, it exists 
whether or not it is perceived or realized” (16). Sedgwick spends the next two pages 
offering many concrete, demonstrable contradictions of male and lesbian identities and 
interests in opposition to one another, and bolstered by this evidence, arrives at a 
therefore: “Thus, it can no longer make sense, if it ever did, simply to assume that male-
centered analysis of homo/heterosexual definition will have no lesbian relevance or 
interest” (39). The position once occupied by “experience” and replaced by “affordance”
now has “relevant;” we move from nouns, to an assertive adjective, with affordance (a 
noun striving to be a verb?), providing the crucial link. 
Affordances of Sedgwick
Just as affordances exist in an environment and a human-made design, a text, a person, 
or an idea can offer affordances for acquisition of new information, a particular 
understanding of a topic, or the impetus to change one’s mind about something. 
Sedgwick’s work does these things, but also something more, and more complex. In the 
aspects of her work that are of particular interest to me, the sense of affordance is vast.  
The relational aspect of affordances is particularly useful to this project. Since,
the term affordance refers to whatever it is about the environment that 
contributes to the kind of interaction that occurs.... Affordances and abilities (or 
effectivities or aptitudes) are, in this view, inherently relational. (Greeno 338)
Sedgwick's affordances as I describe them here connect with both Gibson's and 
Norman's usage. As with product design, Sedgwick's work has a human author, who 
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has intentions or purposes. However, unlike those for designed door handles or coffee 
pots, I argue that Sedgwick's affordances do not imply a teleology -- a particular use 
that is envisioned for her affordances, or a particular outcome. This is also, I believe, at 
the heart of the puzzle of "what Eve does." In some way you are being prompted, or 
invited, to do something, something you may not have realized was possible before, but
not to do a particular thing, or kind of thing, or the same thing you are being shown. In 
essence, my subject is the generative intersection of the Sedgwick encounter: Sedgwick 
as an affordance-laden environment and those who can use those affordances, together 
in a growing and changing and ongoing ecology. In encountering Sedgwick, engaging 
her affordances, there is something like a collaboration at work, a collaboration that, 
paraphrasing Gibson, cuts across the dichotomy of subject-object. 
If for this reason, or for many others, it happens that there are many examples of 
people engaged with Sedgwick to conflate or ambiguate her and them. Jason Edwards' 
photo to identify himself on his Academia.edu profile is of Sedgwick as a child, smiling 
and cuddling a cat. Michael Lynch's essay, "Terrors of Resurrection," published in 
Confronting AIDS Through Literature: The Responsibilities of Representation, is credited as 
being " 'By Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick' " (in the book, the phrase I am quoting itself 
appears in quotation marks). First given as a paper at a Modern Language Association 
(MLA) conference, he begins by announcing that "Michael Lynch chose to skip the MLA
this year" but that he wanted to be there, "if not in his own body, then in mine, or at 
least in his own glasses, in mine" (79). Having denied his presence in the place where 
he, in fact, is, he then makes use of Sedgwick's body instead of his own, but then 
compresses those bodies down to eyeglasses which are either hers or his, although not 
necessarily one in place of another. For Lynch to make use of Sedgwick's name, 
authorship, body and glasses feels only fair, since in "White Glasses," at MLA Sedgwick 
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delivered a eulogy for Lynch while he was alive, and in which she reveals that she 
adopted Lynch's glasses at the earliest opportunity. Nonetheless, his appropriation is 
striking, in some ways even more so than Kincaid's "Eve is the we of me" cited earlier.  
Of the many subtle and overt ways Sedgwick encourages this sort of employment, none
is more inviting than this haiku from A Dialogue on Love: 
Promiscuous we!
Me, plus anybody else.
Permeable we! (106)
We is Eve as a burning bush, endlessly useful, ever-devourable, but always still offering
a limitless supply; you may eat her; she is not consumed. 
19
Chapter 2: Sedgwick Prompts     
This chapter identifies affordances in the work of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick by analyzing 
her prose4; in particular, I analyze affordances for writing.  Here I use “writing” to mean
not only putting pen to paper or fingers to keyboard, but also the sense of writing as 
composition, a sometimes interior activity of crafting and arranging language, both 
purposeful, or experimental and exploratory. Just as Sedgwick’s work can make 
available multiple dimensions of thought and feeling, reading Sedgwick enables new 
dimensions of reader/writer identity and practice.  My assertion is that Sedgwick’s 
writing manifests spaces of composition for readers to inhabit and make use of. 
Sedgwick’s finely crafted sentences, her prolific coinage of new terms and 
unconventional uses of common ones, her formal originality, her surprising 
juxtapositions, and her lyricism, among other qualities, aren’t only verbally and 
textually innovative, they are structured in such a way that they provide her readers 
with affordances for writing themselves. A quick example of an affordance is 
Sedgwick’s use of lists. They appear frequently in her writing, and are typically long, 
include items that are different from one another in type or class, and are not 
comprehensive, often explicitly so.  These three characteristics together—length, 
taxonomic diversity, and incompleteness—not only allow for, but energize the reader to
contribute to a list with items of their own. Even if no specific items come to mind, the 
reader has already been drawn into the role of writer, engaging with the list as mutable 
4
 Although primarily known as a theorist, Sedgwick began writing poetry when she was “a wee thing” 
(Thresholds 117), and for a large part of her life identified primarily as a poet. Although much of Sedgwick’s writing 
in any genre is infused with poetic power, her poems are not a subject of this chapter because their language 
functions differently in terms of affordances. She has said, “with my poetry ... there are people who are going to be
on its wavelength ... and there are people whose wavelength it doesn’t speak to” (117). In that way, Sedgwick’s 
poetry is less a call to be a writer than to join with one as a reader.
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and subject to their own editorial revision. This is one way Sedgwick’s prose can 
become active in recruiting readers as writers and situating them in a space of 
composition.    
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By adjoining various bits that in some sense don’t go together, are incongruous, 
or don’t make immediate sense in relation to one another, Sedgwick creates lacy, open-
weave texts with plenty of breathing room (be it a cozy sigh, a horrified gasp, or a 
bewildered exhalation). Making and using this kind of textual space doesn’t necessarily 
create writing affordances in particular, but Sedgwick adds to it a variety of prompts, 
invitations, instructions, seductions, permissions, assignments, and more, that 
somehow make for a writerly interplay between reader and text. There is the 
interactivity which defines affordances: qualities of the text and capabilities of the 
reader are both participating in, and are necessary for, the activity. Although I believe 
that various kinds of textual space are necessary to Sedgwick’s affordances,  it doesn't 
follow that writing which produces or calls attention to space or gaps makes a 
compositional space in the sense I use the phrase here. There may be space and silence 
that don't create affordances for writing; the vast spaces in Beckett, for example, that 
resonate like the thud of a heavy door slowly closing, don’t particularly prompt 
writing. The free-fall consciousness evoked by the poetry of Emily Dickinson has many 
effects, but inducement to write is not a common one, if it occurs at all.  
Spatial and Spatializing Metaphors
One way Sedgwick incorporates space in her prose is through spatial metaphor and 
reference to physical and literal space. She uses the word “space” and its cognates often, 
and with vast regions of meaning and inflection. Similarly, pivotal Sedgwickian terms 
such as “relation,” “texture,” “dimension,” refer to or imply spaciality.  Familiar spatial 
figures such as height or level, center or inner, spectrum, or size have in common a rigid
structure and few degrees of freedom. For example, what is above or below (as in “a 
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deeper understanding” or “at another level”), is in a strictly vertical relation, and only 
moves up or down.  This tends to rigidify and restrict thought, or at the very least what 
can easily be said. In her introduction to Touching Feeling, Sedgwick addresses the 
implications of such metaphors, noting “I have tried in this project to explore some 
ways around the topos of depth or hiddenness, typically followed by a drama of 
exposure” (8). 
Sedgwick employs spatial relationships that are much more open-ended, fluid, 
and subtle than commonly used figures. This expansive spaciality allows for thinking 
that is similarly expansive, as has often been observed. More important for my 
argument is that Sedgwick’s uses of space make affordances for the reader to occupy 
locations within a particular spatial map that are not addressed by Sedgwick. It is not so
much “fill in the blank” as be a pioneer in exploring some included middles. 
Sedgwick’s use of spatial figures spans scales as large as architecture and as 
small as a fingertip, and range from literal physical space to abstract spatial 
relationships.  Binaries such as woman-with-man/man-with-woman result not only in 
limited gender identification, but as Sedgwick observes, citing Christopher Craft, its 
presumption of the “inversion” model of homosexuality renders “an essential 
heterosexuality within desire itself” (Epistemology 87, emphasis is Sedgwick’s). In other 
words, the restrictions of the model come to restrict the idea being modeled. A 
continuum offers infinitely more positions to figuratively occupy, since a person might 
be closer to or further from either terminus, but often Sedgwick expands on that 
considerably. How much more freeing, say, to add a second dimension to a bipolar 
continuum. An infinity of potential axes, each with an infinity of points, radiates into 
figural being. So when Sedgwick writes about a thing being “around,” or in the 
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“neighborhood” or “vicinity” of something, she is not being imprecise; she is instead, 
“[i]nvoking a Deleuzian interest in planar relations” (Touching Feeling 8), textually 
creating space for more fluid and open thinking about a subject.  
Sedgwick’s most well-known spatial metaphor of must be the triangle in Between
Men (a title with its own spatiality). The image of a man-woman-man triangle is picked 
up from René Girard’s Deceit, Desire, and the Novel, but is used with considerably more 
flex and stretch by Sedgwick. The triangle in Between Men is dynamic, and there are 
shifting asymmetries and symmetries in the triangular relationships under discussion.  
“Queer,” an essential term in Sedgwick's writing, demonstrates her use of abstracts 
rendered concrete through spatial aspects. In the forward to Tendencies, she identifies its
Indo-European root as -twerkw, “which also yields the German quer (transverse), Latin 
torquere (to twist), English athwart” (xii), and in the essay “Queer and Now,” queer 
substitutes for “here,” a location in space. Another example is Sedgwick's discussion of 
Esther Newton’s anthropological study of drag clubs, Mother Camp. Newton includes 
diagrams of club layouts for performance, audience, and changing rooms, and 
Sedgwick notes the advantages of “spatializing disciplines such as geography and 
anthropology” because they permit “ecological or system approaches to such issues as 
identity and performance” (Touching Feeling 8). Texture, a persistent interest of 
Sedgwick’s, is formed by spacial relationships (13 and elsewhere), and her exploration 
of the affordances of the preposition “beside” (8) are other examples, among many, 
many more. 
Sedgwick develops another dimension of textual space when she uses spatial 
metaphors that don’t quite work in spatial ways. A reader may create a multitude of 
images to try to understand or simply normalize them, an affordance of the gaps 
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produced by spatial puzzle pieces that won’t fit. Describing a public protest, Sedgwick 
writes that the “space of the demonstration was riddled, not only with acoustical 
sinkholes, but with vast unbridgeable gaps of meaning” (Touching Feeling  30). It can be 
argued that “acoustic” is spatial, since sound is the expansion and compression of air, 
although acoustical is not as literal. But when a space is riddled with sinkholes and 
unbridgeable gaps of meaning it becomes impossible to map spatially. Yet the metaphor
of space continues: “It was in these gaps, or from out of them, that the force of any 
public protest might materialize, but into which, as well, it constantly risked 
dissolving” (Touching Feeling "Interlude, Pedagogic" 30). This is extremely difficult to 
visualize; even though dissolution is also a spatial metaphor, it has a delightfully 
indistinct spatiality. 
Sedgwick’s spaces can be not only unmappable but potentially unimaginable. 
For example, in the context of examining some Buddhist accounts of rebirth, and her 
own death, Sedgwick writes,“… I can’t see what sense it would make either to believe, 
or not believe such an account. The most and the least I can say is  that exposure to it … 
has rearranged the landscape of consciousness that surrounds, for me, issues of dying. 
Specifically, the landscape has become a lot more spacious” (Touching Feeling 178). Here 
Sedgwick’s language, with its open-ended choices (“believe or not believe,” “the most 
and least I can say”), and its emotionally and intellectually suggestive but geometrically
baffling realms (“the landscape of consciousness that surrounds me”), expresses spatial 
relations, yet what are they? Is this a space with more than three or four dimensions? Is 
it an ordinary space except for being completely undifferentiated from feeling and 
consciousness? Are “landscape” and “consciousness” and “surround” somehow 
different axes of this space? Another example is Sedgwick’s explanation of how C.V. 
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Cafavy’s poem “The Footsteps” affected her. It, “expanded in my mind like the 
Japanese paper flowers unfolding in water in Du Coté de chez Swan, ramifying around it 
the whole nimbus of its association with other images and moments in Cavafy” 
(Weather 44-45).  We have here unfolding paper flowers in water, which is the way the 
poem expands in her mind, and the expanding-by-unfolding poem also has around it a 
nimbus of associations. But that nimbus is “ramifying,” branching, which wouldn’t 
seem possible for either a halo or a cloud. Yet, the nimbus, because it represents many 
individual associations and images in relation to one another, must ramify; it can’t 
simply grow or spread out.
Sedgwick to Reader: Write 
In the space-infused texts Sedgwick creates, there are various ways that readers of her 
work might be led to write. Relatively straight-forward are explicit or subtle invitations,
permissions, requests, or approvals to Sedgwick’s addressee/s. There are many places 
where Sedgwick overtly suggests her readers do something, or specifically that they 
write. In the introduction to The Coherence of Gothic Conventions, Sedgwick describes her 
methodology so that “it becomes clear how distinct and usable the Gothic is” (7). In 
Between Men, she says her intention is “to situate this book in a dialectically usable, 
rather than authoritative, relation” (17). In Tendencies she writes, 
maybe the queer moment, because it’s here today, will for that very reason be 
gone tomorrow. But I mean the essays collected in this book to make, 
cumulatively, stubbornly, a counterclaim against that obsolescence: a claim that 
something about queer is inextinguishable. Queer is a continuing moment, 
movement, motive—recurrent, eddying, troublant. (xii)
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Can this not be paraphrased as: Go, go, go,  go, go, go. In Epistemology of the Closet, 
Sedgwick goes further, not only calling for new work, but predicting the possible 
dissolution of the current one, since:
[t]he meaning, the legitimacy, and in many ways even the possibility of good 
faith of the positings this book makes depend radically on the production, by 
other antihomophobic readers who may be very differently situated, of the 
widest possible range of other and even contradictory availabilities. (14)
There could be many more examples. 
Some of Sedgwick’s prompts take a subliminal form, such as her incomplete lists.
Another style of invitation is provocative, such as when Sedgwick frames Between Men 
as an “intervention” (x), a word that along with its ordinary sense within the field of 
criticism, inevitably implies an act that cuts into or blocks, forcing the reader to either 
follow the forward edge of intervention as a participant, or to oppose it by continuing 
the momentum which was meant to be blocked. Coming near the end of the Preface, the
idea of intervention is introduced after a sense of identification between reader and 
writer has long been assumed. To read an intervention doesn’t require that you are for 
it or against it, but you can’t help but be at least one of those, if only tentatively.  
Sometimes Sedgwick notes that she offers a piece of theoretical or interpretive work 
with the expectation or hope that it can function as a stepping stone for further 
development by others, or as a foil for different kinds of thinking on a subject.
Readers of Sedgwick are exhorted to do not necessarily as she does, nor as she 
says, but to do as they themselves now can. Sedgwick has articulated this explicitly in 
several places, for example in the concluding footnote to “A Poem is Being Written,” 
she says: 
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Part of the motivation behind my work on it [“A Poem Is Being Written”] 
has been a fantasy that readers or hearers would be variously – in anger, 
identification, pleasure, envy, “permission,” exclusion – stimulated to 
write accounts “like” this one (whatever that means) of their own, and 
share those (Tendencies 214). 
Sedgwick not only anticipates, but invites reader-writing motivated by 
“negative” responses like anger and exclusion, which makes clear that her fantasy isn’t 
of texts that are of the same type as hers, a point reinforced by the repudiations of scare 
quotes enclosing “like” and the parenthetical “whatever that means” (214).5  
All of These Things Are and Are Not Like the Others
Sedgwick’s textual spaciousness can be felt with no more than two or three words 
together. A frequent means for this in Sedgwick’s prose is the juxtaposing of terms that 
don’t ordinarily go together. While they may not directly include a spatial metaphor, 
they produce something like an implied metaphor or a near-metaphor which has a 
spatial basis or includes a spatial aspect. Sedgwick frequently pairs words or phrases 
that are so startlingly unexpected, that a reader might not be sure if she has or hasn’t 
understood.  Seeming contradictions (and actual ones?), shifting tone and register, etc. 
keep readers both with Sedgwick and off balance.  Sedgwick’s striking juxtapositions 
and unexpected combinations can generate energetically charged vacillations. A few 
examples:
contagious unconsciousness of fear (Touching Feeling  33),
fatally symmetrical (Gothic Conventions v),
5
  Joe Litvak took up the invitation in “Pedagogy and Sexuality,” which includes the acknowledgment that 
“A Poem Is Being Written” is “an important model for this essay,” although it is distinctly different in form and 
style (19).
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insoluble uncertainty (Gothic Conventions 30),
astrologically lush plurality (Epistemology 23),
unnerving certainty (Gothic Conventions 9),
drop-dead elegant diagram (Gothic Conventions xi),
space of insistent reference (Weather 6),
disinterested zeal (Gothic Conventions 22).
Individually, these are all ordinary words -- most wouldn’t make it onto an SAT prep 
test. But as Sedgwick combines them their meanings aren’t ordinary at all. On one 
hand, they are utterly precise, pinning an elusive descriptive butterfly to the page for 
careful contemplation. On the other hand, their meaning is itself elusive, never alighting
long on one interpretive spot.  Readers may expect certainty to be comforting rather 
than unnerving, or that uncertainty would be susceptible to greater certainty rather 
than being insoluble. And it’s a bit unexpected that certainty “un”s anything — negates 
rather than making solid. 
The relationship between the parts of these verbal molecules reminds me of 
those small magnetic Scottie dogs that used to be sold from vending machines at 
highway rest stops. One was black, one was white, and while they could be brought 
close to each other, they could not be brought into direct, face-to-face contact. They 
were clearly a set, more meaningful in each others’ company than as individuals, but 
there was always some space between them, bobbing alternately from manually 
enforced closeness to magnetically determined separation. To me, the relation between 
“fatally” and “symmetrical” is analogous. They go together, but seem to be pulling 
apart at the same time, vacillating between unity and separation. These textual 
paradoxes, or perhaps not-paradoxes, can only be resolved by the reader. Thereby, the 
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reader has unavoidably been enlisted as writer, or at minimum as co-writer, of the text. 
Even the reader who encounters these Scottie-dog words but makes no move to either 
resolve or disassociate them is making a writer's choice, and perhaps the choice closest 
to Sedgwick's own: to allow all the forces to simply be. 
Consider the word-cluster, “coercively incoherent dance” (Performance and 
Performativity 5)6. How can these words go together? Simplifying our text by 
considering only two words at a time doesn’t reduce the complexity of reading them. 
None of these pairs really work in a conventional way. The pair “coercively incoherent”
is difficult to envision. Does someone vocalize, say, in an incomprehensible but 
strangely seductive way so that listeners find themselves speaking the same way, 
despite themselves? (I don’t feel the Sirens of Homer’s Odyssey are an example, since it 
isn’t the incoherence of their song (if indeed it is incoherent) that is coercive (if indeed it
is coercive).) In any case, this interpretation is as needlessly elaborate as it is unhelpful. 
Next, “incoherent dance” is close to contradiction. Any movement or position of a body 
must, in some sense be connected to, and therefore cohere with, the next position or 
movement. Yet these three, “coercively incoherent dance,” together can neither settle 
into non-meaning, nor fuse into a straightforward static statement. They carom about in
constant motion. You can chase after them, or be still as they zoom past, but you can’t 
grasp them, as your hand can grasp dandelion seeds despite them parachuting away 
from you in the air.  In contrast, we could look at a variation that is not actually part of 
our text such as “coercive dance.” This isn’t difficult to work out; the action could be 
thought of as analogous to a marionette's dance, perhaps, or some magically enforced 
performance. 
6   This phrase comes from an introduction written by Sedgwick together with Andrew Parker, and is nonetheless 
illustrative of the typically Sedgwickian dynamics being discussed.
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Judith Butler uses the words “dissonant” and “vacillation” for these relations. In 
Regarding Sedgwick she describes Sedgwick’s work on gender and sexuality thus: “ 
‘dissonant’ relations between gender and sexuality have to be assumed, that no 
structural or causal link between them can or ought to be posited, and that the 
vacillations between the two are precisely what need to be read by readers of sexuality” 
(116). As Butler has it, it is the vacillations we are reading, a vacillation between two 
terms which are necessarily “dissonant,” that is they are not, and can not be, in 
harmony, or even in a neutral resonance. This reading of vacillations must have 
something to do with the “now you see it, now you don’t” sense of understanding/not 
understanding when reading Sedgwick.  What we’re “really” reading is the between, 
the relation, the part that isn’t the subject. There is a palpable and rhythmic sense of 
expectancy engaged with sentences of Sedgwick’s such as: “Rather than into 
‘Buddhism,’ a reader who begins this book is, by means of her disorientation, 
interpellated into a rich yet dissolvent relationality of pedagogy” (Touching Feeling 160). 
Or, “Rereading one’s published work across a gap, for any reason especially marked, of 
time or of methodology can feel like a family reunion, in which dramas of recognition 
careen unexpectedly off of the shocks of disavowal and projection” (Gothic Conventions 
"Preface" v). Keeping time with these sentences, entering into reading them, feels like 
hopping into a swinging jump-rope. You are poised to jump in, and then you do: ah, ah,
ah, AYE! You have to start jumping before you start jumping. You identify with the 
jumping you, when no such you exists; staring at the spot where the lowest arc of the 
rope brushes the ground, nodding your head in time. Sedgwick’s reader has to enter 
that space and feel that motion. We are being trained to occupy an unresolved, 
suspended space of meaning.   It is a suspended, vacillating space where any binary 
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sense of knowing/not knowing, understanding/uncertainty has already been whirred 
in the Sedgwickian blender.
These dynamic molecules of language can prompt writing in a number of ways. 
To the extent that readers pause and contemplate open-mindedly, these word-clusters 
evoke a writerly sense of language — what happens when these go together? Can one 
or more be extracted, replaced? What does that do?  Any reader may bring these sorts of
questions to a text, but here some such thinking is near-unavoidable. Because, what is 
an energy of nonce taxonomy? Not only is there be no common template available to 
the insouciant reader for understanding the phrase, the assiduous reader can’t readily 
or assuredly know what this means after, say, looking up the definition and etymology 
of each word. Some kind of creating by the reader is called for. Where is the path of not 
thinking writerly thoughts about this? Only the short loop of deciding, consciously or 
not, not to think about it, which is of course, thinking about it.
It isn’t coincidental that Sedgwick’s charged textual particles are often powered 
by their “besideness.” The relation of beside, as Sedgwick observes in the Introduction 
to Touching Feeling, “permits a spacious agnosticism about several of the linear logics 
that enforce dualistic thinking: noncontradiction or the law of the excluded middle, 
cause versus effect, subject versus object” (8). The fact of the words bound in a molecule
being beside one another discourages some kinds of readings and critiques, while 
enabling others. So, if the same state is described as “zeal” in one place, and 
“disinterested” in another, the reader who notices this may feel she’s caught the author 
in a contradiction, or dismiss it as sloppy thinking or writing. Because they are beside 
each other, the same can’t be easily argued about “disinterested zeal” as a 
whole/phrase. It may be nonsense, it may be wrong, but it’s not an oversight or a 
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mistake. Like the other examples I’ve given, and many similar ones, it’s hard to know 
where to put these words—not only in terms of what they mean, but how to categorize 
them. 
Sedgwick also notes that “beside” does not necessarily suggest 
peaceful/harmonious co-existence; beside, she writes, “comprises a wide range of 
desiring, identifying, representing, repelling, paralleling, differentiating rivaling, 
leaning, twisting, mimicking, withdrawing, attracting, aggressing, warping, and other 
relations” (8). Sedgwick takes full advantage of this range of relations in how she places
words beside one another, which is part of what gives them their power.
Form/Not-form and Content/Non-Content
Sedgwick employs another kind of space-making that engages oppositional energy. Her
sentences frequently interrupt themselves, like so many gaps or pauses in the main 
flow, which may itself be quite complex in structure. Take this, from Epistemology of the 
Closet, for example: 
It makes sense, I think, to see the development of this odd character the 
bachelor, and his dissolutive relation to romantic genre, as, among other 
things, a move toward the recuperation as character taxonomy of the 
endemic double bind of male homosexual panic that had been acted out 
in the paranoid Gothic as plot and structure. (189)
A person might find it more convenient to quote and discuss this idea, or indeed 
simply read it, if certain parts were omitted.  Perhaps: 
The development of the bachelor [is] a move toward the recuperation as 
character taxonomy of male homosexual panic in the paranoid Gothic.
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However, even in this butchered-for-clarity version, there is at least one interruption to 
a linear flow of reading/understanding. It is hard to know what “recuperation as 
character taxonomy” is, especially on the fly as one is reading. The phrase is essential to 
the meaning of the sentence so it is impossible to elide, no matter how aggressively one 
edits.  Furthermore, in the complete version, it is given to us with no friendly 
organizational aids such as commas or parentheses, and to arrive at this place, the 
reader must move haltingly, challenged by demanding descriptions such as 
“dissolutive relation to romantic genre,” while our meagre momentum is further 
slowed by seemingly minor sub-clauses such as “I think.” Like jugglers, we have to 
keep a number of balls in the air while we momentarily hold others. My point here is 
not that Sedgwick is a "difficult" writer, but that the writing requires a reader to hold in 
her mind words and phrases in a kind of suspension, similar to a writer assembling a 
sentence which is not complete or has not found a workable form.  The reader must 
mentally juggle these fragments in part because understanding what she's reading is 
difficult, but also because there are interspersed sections which are easy to understand, 
or at least seemingly so. Partial understandings, clear meaning, and opacities are 
shuffled together like cards, and the reader is the only one who can unsort them. This 
again is a task generally understood to be an act of composition. 
A somewhat different structure produces a similar effect. By using words that 
are momentarily ambiguous or confusing, reading is slowed and understanding the 
overall sense of a sentence’s meaning necessarily becomes a felt process. In a later 
consideration of the Gothic, Sedgwick writes, “Indeed, from this point what had been a 
continuous narrative by a single first-person informant becomes fragmentary, 
incoherent, and, as it were, haunted by the disintegrative presence of that second first 
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person (‘I am about to transcribe’? Who?) who appears nowhere else in the book” 
(Tendencies 45).  Here a sentence that begins as a continuous narrative becomes 
fragmented. The narrative being described is by an informant who is “a,” “single,” and 
“first-person” all in a row. All that near-redundant designating for one narrator is like a 
stutter in the sentence. The word “who” is used twice in immediate succession, but with
different senses and “spoken” by different subjects. When a “second first person” is 
introduced, we could almost be veering into Abbott and Costello territory. We have to 
stop and work it out. Had it read, “another first person” or “an additional first person” 
or even “a second narrator using the first person” there would be no hesitation and no 
need to untangle in one’s mind the threads of firsts, seconds, singles, and whos. 
Interrupted or digressive sentences can act as an affordance for writing because 
the reader is brought up short by the text, but the mental momentum, writer-like 
continues. At the same time the reader is forced to hold earlier parts of the text in mind, 
again, as a writer does, until the sentence comes back to the theme held inside one’s 
head.
Sedgwick's Use of "Affordances" and Structures of Sentences
In the preface to the second edition of Between Men, Sedgwick refers to affordances, 
although without using that term, when she writes that “the proliferation, the 
remarkable creativity of so much subsequent work in the field may say something — I 
hope it does — for the direct or oblique energizing powers of an unconventional literary
intervention like Between Men” (x). Even in this example there is a complex interactivity 
between subjects, agency, and effects. Sedgwick continues, “But it has vastly more to 
say for the inveterate, gorgeous generativity, the speculative generosity, the daring, the 
35
permeability, and the activism that have been lodged in the multiple histories of queer 
reading” (x). How would one map the crossed paths of creators, energizers, readers, 
writers, generators, speculators, permeators, activists, and queer readings, etc., in these 
observations? Since there are no clear actors, actions, or acted-upon, it would be 
extremely difficult. Furthermore, what genre of comment are these, anyway? They are 
complimentary or perhaps congratulatory--but of whom? They are encouraging and 
inviting, but of what? They are descriptive of a history without directly describing or 
narrating a history. The exact referents are not obvious, but there is an assumed 
agreement or shared point of view between the comment-er/writer and commented-
to/reader.7 And an urging to do is a felt presence. These words are a gentle stimulant, 
abuzz like an engine. 
A skeletal restatement shows both this effect and its subtlety. “I hope the prolific 
creative work in the field says something for the energizing power of unconventional 
books like Between Men, but it has more to say about queer readings.” All subtlety has 
been hacked out of this version, but contrary to what one might expect from a blunter, 
unimpeded message, the propellant force is reduced. This is because the motivational 
nudging isn’t primarily in the direct meaning of the words. Although Sedgwick can be 
explicit about her desire to offer affordances to readers, deeper and perhaps more 
powerful affordances work in the structure of her language itself. Here is another 
version of the sentence in which the structure is preserved but the sense is reversed.  
“The paucity and remarkable unoriginality of subsequent work in the field may say 
something — I hope it doesn’t — for the direct or oblique enervating powers of an 
unconventional literary intervention like Between Men. But it has vastly more to say for 
7   Naturally, this does not assure (nor is it meant to) that readers agree with Sedgwick, as reviews of Between Men confirm.
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the inconstancy, stodgy sterility, the incurious stinginess, the cowardice, the 
impermeability, and the apathy that have been lodged in the multiple histories of queer 
reading.” It’s humming with activity again. 
While the meaning of a text may form in the mind of  the reader in a moment, the
syntax necessarily is a journey that must be made and remade with each reading, and is
experienced over time. Perhaps the most affecting affordances are a subtler type, 
offered by the creation of a spacious text, where words, phrases, or segments of 
sentences or even adjacent tones or styles, don’t “go together” in ways that create a 
space of composition, where a reader is somehow already involved, in some way, with 
writing.  When we encounter odd combinations of words or abrupt (or not) shifts in 
tone the way Sedgwick makes them, we have to make sense of this — not the meaning, 
but the why of it, the effect of it. In other words, think like a writer. 
Interlinkedness as Space and Affordance
Another way Sedgwick’s prose can engage a reader in writerly thinking is to create an 
interlinked chain of reference and argument. It becomes difficult to find distance from 
the text because parts of it aren’t easily analyzed independently, while the entirety of it 
is also difficult to see without the detail that constitutes it. At the end of “How To Bring 
Your Kids Up Gay,” Sedgwick details a powerful skepticism toward a biological basis 
for homosexuality because it is invariably regarded as a negative outcome to be 
prevented.  By continuing a thought over multiple sentences, using a series of backward
references, and sometimes making use of ambiguous pronouns, Sedgwick’s paragraph 
is spread, unexcerptably, over the length of about a page8. 
8  For reference, the complete paragraph, with each sentence numbered, is: 
[1.]That's one set of dangers, and it is as against them, as I've argued, that essentialist and biologizing 
understandings of sexual identity accrue a certain gravity. [2.] The resistance that seems to be offered by 
conceptualizing an unalterably homosexual body, to the social-engineering momentum apparently built into every
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I will go to the conclusion of the passage first, and working backwards, trace 
how far back one must go before references from the end are resolved. The final 
sentence in the paragraph begins: “As things are…” which is clearly a continuation of a 
previous thought.  The penultimate sentence (the tenth) begins with a conditional, "If..." 
and refers to "all this technological confidence," both of which link it to what came 
before. Tracing backwards, these inter-linked transitions continue. The sentence before 
this (the ante-penultimate, or ninth), begins "What whets these fantasies..." again, a 
reference to what has come before. The eighth sentence is independent in that there is 
nothing within it that directly refers to something written before or after, but it is it not 
strictly part of the argument being made. It states, chillingly, that "AIDS, though it is 
used to proffer every single day to the news-consuming public the crystalized vision of 
a world after the homosexual, could never by itself bring about such a world" (164), 
however the larger argument is about how nature/nurture schemas are being in some 
sense inverted in service of anti-homosexuality.   Then the interlinkedness continues. 
The seventh sentence begins with the connective word “and.” The sixth is also 
one of the human sciences of the West, can reassure profoundly. [3.] At the same time, however, in the 
postmodern era it is becoming increasingly problematical to assume that grounding an identity in biology or 
“essential nature” is a stable way of insulating it from societal interference. [4.] If anything, the gestalt of 
assumptions that undergirds nature/nurture debates may be in process of direct reversal. [5.] Increasingly it is 
the conjecture that a particular trait is genetically or biologically based, not that it is “only cultural,” that seems 
to trigger an estrus of manipulative fantasy in the technological institutions of culture. [6.] A relative 
depressiveness about the efficacy of social-engineering techniques, a high mania about biological control: the 
Cartesian bipolar psychosis that always underlay the nature/nurture debates has switched its polar assignments 
without surrounding a bit of its hold over the collective life. [7.] And in this unstable context, the dependence 
on a specified homosexual body to offer resistance to any gay-eradicating momentum is tremblingly vulnerable. 
[8.] AIDS, though it is used to proffer every single day to the news-consuming public the crystalized vision of a 
world after the homosexual, could never by itself bring about such a world. [9.] What whets these fantasies 
more dangerously, because more blandly, is the presentation, often in ostensibly or authentically gay-affirmative
contexts, of biologically based “explanations” for defiant behavior that are absolutely invariably couched in 
terms of “excess,” “deficiency” or “imbalance”—whether in the hormones, in the genetic material, or, as is 
currently fashionable, in the fetal endocrine environment. [10.] If I had ever, in any medium, seen any 
researcher or popularizer refer once to the proper hormone balance, or the conducive endocrine environment, 
for gay generation, I would be less chilled by the breezes of all this technological confidence. [11.] As things are,
a medicalized dream of the prevention of gay bodies seems to be the less visible, far more respectable 
underside of the AIDS-fueled public dream of their extirpation. [Emphasis is Sedgwick's.] (Tendencies "How To 
Bring Your Kids Up Gay" 163-164). 
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"independent," but complex and demanding in the extreme all on its own, and yet is 
also not essential to the argument: "A relative depressiveness about the efficacy of social-
engineering techniques, a high mania about biological control: the Cartesian bipolar 
psychosis that always underlay the nature/nurture debates has switched its polar 
assignments without surrounding a bit of its hold over the collective life" (164). The fifth
sentence begins with "increasingly," and the fourth with "if anything." The second 
sentence in the paragraph might also be considered independent, but rather than 
advance the argument, it offers only a straw man -- a possible hope that the overall 
argument proves to be a false one. The very first sentence of the paragraph, and 
therefore the entire paragraph, refers directly to what has come before, saying, "That's 
one set of dangers..." (163).  Which is to say, that in this paragraph, the indications 
toward what has come before are never resolved. This linked structure makes the 
passage difficult to quote in brief, difficult to quote as a whole, and difficult to 
paraphrase. These restriction apply equally to one’s thinking about the passage as to 
writing about it on paper. Again, the reader is submerged or imbedded in the flow of 
this text as a writer might be or is. We are made to hold quite a few strands at the same 
time, and there is no obvious linear way that they can be arranged. 
Among the most frequently quoted sentences of  Sedgwick’s published work is this 
one, from Epistemology of the Closet,
It is a rather amazing fact that, of the very many dimensions along which the genital 
activity of one person can be differentiated from that of another (dimensions that 
include preference for certain acts, certain zones or sensations, certain physical 
types, a certain frequency, certain symbolic investments, certain relations of age or 
power, a certain species, a certain number of participants, etc. etc. etc.), precisely 
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one, the gender of object choice, emerged from the turn of the century, and has 
remained, as the dimension denoted by the now ubiquitous category of “sexual 
orientation.” (22)
The sentence often astonishes first-time readers and changes not only their sense of 
what “sexual orientation” might mean, but also their sense of who they themselves 
might be.  
As eye-opening as that experience may be, can we say we’ve learned something 
new from this sentence? Is there anything we now know that we hadn’t known before? 
Essentially it says that people have a great variety of sexual preferences and interests, 
but only one parameter is articulated as meaningful. Restating the sentence9 as, “It is 
amazing that gender of object choice is the only dimension denoted as ‘sexual 
orientation,’” would retain the essential grammatical or surface meaning. It is an 
interesting sentence and an interesting thought, but it seems unlikely that this version 
would be very much quoted. More important, it loses the experience of reading the 
original entirely. A reader is no longer participating in the same way; now we are being 
told, or persuaded, in the conventional manner of essays. Read in its original form, the 
reader is with the writer Sedgwick, not in an oppositional relationship presumed by 
ENG101-style rhetoric. We are on a journey, the outcome of which does not feel pre-
determined, even upon several re-readings.  
Part of what makes this sentence work is the precision and profundity of 
Sedgwick’s choice of words, which is akin to poetry. Could the “amazing” fact under 
discussion be instead described as surprising? shocking? unbelievable? These are all 
9   It’s horrible but not difficult to imagine what a misguided pedant might want to chop out of this sentence: Too 
long! and needlessly complex. Perhaps remove parenthetical comments, or put in another sentence; clarify 
“dimension,” i.e. how is “gender of object choice” a dimension?; sexual orientation not a “category” B-.
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rough synonyms for “amazing,” but they certainly don’t apply to the old news that 
“sexual orientation” means do you prefer sex with a man or a woman. Is it remarkable? 
Yes, since Sedgwick is remarking on it, but “remarkable” is mild compared with the 
higher-temperature “amazing.” Amazing also carries this association: it is connected 
with a maze, with confusion, disorientation. The fact that sexual orientation has been 
limited to the gender of object choice has led us astray and constrained us. 
“Differentiated” assumes an act of separating, while if “distinguished” were used 
instead it would allow the possibility that the differences were inherent. “Dimension” is
a wonderfully surprising and open-ended Sedgwickian word choice, but it also 
provides a particular focus on senses of “orientation” in the term sexual orientation. In 
one way, it seems like an obvious choice given the literal sense of “orientation” to 
indicate a direction. Significantly, however, here the use of “dimension”  extends the 
spatial metaphor from the N-S-E-W plane into an astronomical space populated with a 
potentially infinite number of orientations.  Other choices are less clear, yet are 
evocative nonetheless. Why are dimensions differentiated “along”?  Why “denoted”? 
Why “ubiquitous category”? Why “category”? 
Again, I don’t think these qualities fully account for the impact the sentence has. 
There is something about this sentence that creates space for identity-remaking as well 
as writerly participation. If it is not new information, nor precise and evocative 
vocabulary that create these affordances, what is it? The importance of the sentence's 
architecture is made clear by changing it. Simply removing the parenthetical clauses 
makes a huge difference: 
It is a rather amazing fact that, of the very many dimensions along which the 
genital activity of one person can be differentiated from that of another, precisely
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one, the gender of object choice, emerged from the turn of the century, and has 
remained, as the dimension denoted by the now ubiquitous category of “sexual 
orientation.”
In this form, the sentence still has some of the space-making qualities I’ve discussed. It 
has unusual juxtapositions (ubiquitous category), interruptions (and has remained), and
a general need for deciphering (dimensions along which genital activities can be 
differentiated). In this example, though, they don’t seem to transmit the energy of the 
sentence. The bracketed part of the sentence is a list which is explicitly partial, 
“dimensions that include [...] etc., etc., etc.,” (emphasis mine) and therefore openly invites
additions. These are very easily made. Other dimensions might be a certain hour of day,
a certain degree of visibility or degree of illumination, certain vocalizations…. This list 
is endless, or rather could be. But the importance of this partial-ness isn’t only that the 
list can be lengthened. 
A further affordance of the list’s incompleteness is imbedded in a paradox. 
Because this potentially infinite parenthetical list is in the center of the sentence, it 
creates a kind of syntactic black hole, or celestial worm hole, or perhaps a rabbit hole. 
Not only can the list be lengthened, but it can branch as well. “Certain zones” can 
divide into many particular zones, or “certain symbolic investments” can divide and 
sub-divide, perhaps infinitely. A reader who follows these branches of thought may 
never come to the end of the sentence, or even to the closing parenthesis. In some sense 
the sentence ends, but then again, the end may never be reached. You read your way 
into a hole, and you have to write your way out of it. 
Lists and other unfinite non-concluded units of composition
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The ending/not-ending quality of much of Sedgwick’s writing is present at many scales
— list, sentence, essay, book.  In Tendencies, “A Poem Is Being Written” has an 
ambiguous conclusion, and one that also makes an explicit invitation for readers to 
write. The piece is mostly prose, but incorporates sections from an unfinished poem 
also. The title suggests the ongoingness of the project under discussion which is being 
written, and the project itself is also somewhat open-ended. It is potentially, at 
minimum, the poem, the essay, and the author.  The piece ends with lines from the 
poem, which is a more open-ended conclusion than returning to prose, and this poem 
has from the beginning been declared by Sedgwick herself to be unfinished and 
possibly unfinishable. Yet, maybe that’s still not the end? A date, “(1975),” follows, 
which refers to the poem, and then there is another date, “Amherst, 16 June 1986,” 
referring to the piece as a whole. A concluding note includes yet another date, 1985, 
which is half-way between the other two, the year when “ ‘A Poem is Being Written’ 
was first conceived” (214).  As the end of a piece that begins, “This essay was written 
late: twenty-seven years late” (177) the dates surely invite potential further progression, 
the addition of another, or several more dates, to indicate the continuation of the poem, 
the essay, or both. Should any reader miss this hint, the final note decisively asks for 
further writing. Sedgwick informs us that,
Part of the motivation behind my work on it has been a fantasy that readers or 
hearers would be variously—in anger, identification, pleasure, envy, 
“permission,” exclusion—stimulated to write accounts “like” this one (whatever 
that means) of their own, and share those. (214)
Finally, a second part of the same note dedicates the essay (to Sedgwick’s brother 
David), a task more typically attended to at the beginning of a piece, which, if the cues 
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we’ve been given are followed, it may well be. 
Another form of ending/not ending is enjambment, which was of great 
significance to Sedgwick. She has written about a favorite childhood poem, “I was 
genuinely in love with something in this poem: it gave me power, a kind of power I still
feel …. The name of that power … is enjambment” (Tendencies 182). Among other 
things, enjambment gives, or more precisely points out, to a reader the power to stop, or
to continue. It is the crossing of a threshold (from the French enjamber, to stride over 
[American OED, digital), and as such, as some connection to queer (from the Indo-
European -twerkw, leading to traverse, twist, and athwart, Tendencies “Introduction” xii).
Enjambment queries a reader, and in that sense is a kind of dialogue. Without being 
aware of it, perhaps, the reader is in the position of the writer, if only for a moment. 
The implications of not-ending are profound. Butler writes: 
the non-closure of that novel [The Golden Bowl by Henry James] not only 
sustained important parallels to Sedgwick’s own way of mapping conceptual 
dissonances, but that it also constituted a specifically ethical practice, one that 
maintains and provokes capacity. (110)
Although this may not be what Butler had in mind, I think a good example of how non-
non-closure imposes ethical constraints is Sedgwick’s famous explication of “Christmas 
effects” in “Queer and Now.” Beginning with the question, “What’s ‘queer’?” Sedgwick
details the ways in which “Christmas is the time when all the institutions are speaking 
with one voice” (Tendencies 5), and “they all—religion, state, capital, ideology, 
domesticity, the discourses of power and legitimacy—line up so neatly once a year,” 
creating a “monolith” (6). Continuing the inquiry “What’s ‘queer’?” Sedgwick 
rhetorically asks, “What if the richest junctures weren’t the ones where everything means 
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the same thing?” (6), emphasis is Sedgwick’s). Using the example of “the family,” 
Sedgwick shares that “it’s been a ruling intuition for me that the most productive 
strategy (intellectually, emotionally) might be, whenever possible, to disarticulate them 
from one another, to disengage them” (6, emphasis is Sedgwick’s). Returning to her 
original question, Sedgwick observes: 
That’s one of the things that “queer” can refer to: the open mesh of possibilities, 
gaps, overlaps, dissonaces and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when 
the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made 
(or can’t be made) to signify monolithically. (8, emphasis is Sedgwick’s)
All of which, non-monolithically, point to the necessity, for being, of non-closure as an 
option. And it is interesting to note that the “Christmas effects” segment of the essay is 
greatly supplied with non-closing lists. 
Lists 
Sedgwick is famous for her lists and they appear throughout her work. One of her 
essays, “White Glasses” is, in its entirety, a list. It is composed of numbered sections (an 
enumerated list) and in addition to being open-ended (it is an intended obituary for 
someone who, unexpectedly, hasn’t died yet) is also open-beginning-ed. There is an 
introductory poem, and the first section isn’t numbered (although the next one is 
numbered “2”). The list as a form is interesting. It can hold almost anything, or almost 
nothing. In its appearance on the page, the list lies between verse and prose. Line 
breaks, or the more ambiguous semicolons or commas, do the work of both separating 
listed items and combining them into a whole. Yet the list has a mixed reputation as a 
tool of communication.  It has been observed that “the risk of a list is that it blurs the 
45
differences between items on it” (Hoad 134). In the Harvard Business Review, some 3M 
executives wrote an even more damning assessment:
Lists can communicate only three logical relationships: sequence (first to last in 
time); priority (least to most important or vice versa); or simple membership in a 
set (these items relate to one another in some way, but the nature of that 
relationship remains unstated). And a list can show only one of those 
relationships at a time. When we present a list, either orally or in writing, we 
leave other critical relationships unspecified. Our audience can fill in the blanks 
from their own view of things, or we can do it, adjusting what we say to the 
responses we receive from them (Bromiley, et al.). 
But Sedgwick’s lists routinely expand on these qualities, even as they make use of them.
They can be so diverse that they challenge the idea of what a list is. In one list, Sedgwick
offers these binaries of privilege: “masculine over feminine, majority over minority, 
innocence over initiation, nature over artifice, growth over decadence, health over 
illness, cognition over paranoia, or will over involuntarity” (Epistemology 227).  To see 
innocence/initiation and cognition/paranoia on the same list sooner alters what a list is 
than lessen the difference between the items on it. The unlikeness of items on 
Sedgwick’s lists can also produce the sort of bobbing space her unlikely word pairings 
make. This again is a space of composition because the maybe-not-going-togetherness 
of the items already on the list opens the list to insertions and items for replacements, 
and because of their incongruity, they require thinking in a writerly way. 
Wayne Koestenbaum offered a theory of lists in a radio interview that is more 
applicable to Sedgwick’s lists. He said that he found the making of lists, “tranquilizing,”
and that he can “relish the incongruities between … different members of the list. It 
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allows me to be both thorough and inconsequential at the same time.” Asked if lists 
could be considered a homosexual form, he said,  
I would say the list has a certain gay vibe, or has the last couple centuries, maybe
because it evades the march of a certain kind of doctrinaire thinking and 
progress. It allows one to assemble private collections.… [T]he list is a way of 
organizing the world according to the dictates of personal, idiosyncratic taste.… 
The act of laying them out [listed items], stacking or accreting them, offers a kind
of surplus pleasure.… Also there’s silence between each member of the list … the
space between them, like the spaces between haiku stanzas, involve… require of 
the reader certain kinds of mental leaps (elisions are mine).
Sedgwick’s lists often leave gaping spaces for more items and in this way require 
further participation by the reader.  The incompleteness of Sedgwick’s lists is given 
additional dimension by their generic diversity. Not only can lists be made longer, they 
can be extended in scope, made wider, as it were, and more ramified. 
A very early list of Sedgwick’s is from her application, as a high-school student, to 
Telluride, a program at Cornell University for pre-college students. It is from her 
apologia, as she calls it, of a poem she has written about T.E. Lawrence. The 15-year-old 
Sedgwick describes him as,  
this strange and impressive little man who refuses to be characterized except as a 
paradox. Was he, as the appearance of the massive, brown book suggests, a quiet, 
scholarly gentleman? Was he Peter Pan, the imp that [George Bernard] Shaw 
considered him? Or was he the Irish Romantic that Robert Graves saw? Of Lawrence
the Puritan atheist, the ascetic sybarite, the romantic cynic, there are few things one 
can say with certainty. (10)
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and several aspects or her later lists can already be seen. The range of informed 
characterizations of Lawrence can clearly be expanded, since here each is quite different
from the others, and each is associated with a single person (Shaw, Graves, and 
Lawrence himself); whereas Lawrence was known by many more people, numbers of 
which might have different characterizations. The intentional inclusion of contradictory 
character traits such as ascetic and sybarite indicates that the range of accounts of 
Lawrence will never, because they can not, converge toward a single coherent 
description. Finally, the open-ended aspect of the characteristics presented is 
underscored with the conclusion that few things can be said with certainty. 
Perhaps Sedgwick’s most radically incomplete list is the one which concludes 
“Theory of Mind,” the last chapter in The Weather in Proust, and it is lavishly seductive 
in its affordances. It is introduced (with another list) like this:
Finally, while the centrality of affect for theory of mind-type projects seems 
obvious enough (famous last words), I can’t say whether it would seem to make 
more sense to conceptualize one nested within or embracing the other, or to 
conceptualize them as being, in some senses, parallel systems—albeit with a full 
suffusion of cross talk and mutual feedback. It does seem to me, though, in any 
event, that current understandings of affect—and especially those based on 
Tomkins’s work—have many lessons for ways of thinking about Theory of Mind.
I’d summarize these under the following rubrics:... (159)
Identifying the items on the list as “rubrics” suggests some sort of expansion or filling-
in. A rubric isn’t simply a category, it is specifically a heading that is differentiated 
(originally by its red color) from a body of text below. Here we are given only the 
rubrics, which require additional material in order to perform their inherent function. 
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Sedgwick makes the nature of that material ambiguous. The “these” which are to go 
“under the following rubrics” could refer to current understandings of affect, lessons 
which come out of those understandings, or ways of thinking. Furthermore, since 
summaries are specified, there is at least one additional level of abstraction is implied, 
which would be whatever is being summarized. Clearly somebody, and clearly 
somebody other than Sedgwick, is being called on to do summaries of something and 
put them under the rubrics. In some ways this is a very flexible and open-ended 
invitation (or perhaps assignment?).
Although there are only six items, each is quite detailed, so overall the list is 
longer than a page. Its taxonomic diversity can be seen by quoting just the beginnings of
the first five: 
1. Don’t work toward…
2. Instead, find ways of…
3. To maximize a sense of diverse outcomes, try to conceptualize… 
4. Such qualitative differences may or may not be rooted in… 
5. Take advantage of an understanding of theories….  (159-160)
Some of these are structured as instructions, or perhaps advice: don’t do this, find ways 
to do that, try to do something else. The others are less easily defined, and include 
analyses, descriptions, comparisons.  It also includes what could be considered a theory 
of lists. In full, item three on the list states, 
To maximize a sense of diverse outcomes, try to conceptualize a system in terms of a
distinct plurality of working parts, both semantically and syntagmatically. At the 
syntactic level, the ideal is to be working with more than one, indeed more than two 
or three, constitutive elements, but finite in number, and once again qualitatively 
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differentiated. (160)
This list of course has the qualities Sedgwick specifies, and it’s interesting to reflect on 
all of Sedgwick’s lists as having the effect of maximizing “diverse outcomes.” But the 
item with the heaviest saturation of affordances is the shortest, and also the last.
6. Epistemological modesty. If that can’t be found with regard to Theory of Mind, 
then where to look for it? (160)
It consists of a numeral, a sentence fragment, and a question.  And there the talk, and 
the chapter, stops. 
The value of these affordances for writing is greater than one might first think. 
They are needed not only for writing, but for a range of experiences, understandings, 
thoughts, and identities. Useful and usable performative language tools are needed for 
these things to be available, be-able. For Sedgwick (and us, as her 
reader/writer/collaborators) finding the right “idiom,” a language that allows for 
certain kinds of experiences and expression, is a vital need rather than a descriptive 
convenience.  
Unable or Enabled to Say
Sedgwick refers to the importance of using available, enabling language in many places.
There is a scene in A Dialogue on Love where this is key. In this book, Sedgwick supplies 
a multi-point of view account of sessions between Shannon, the psychotherapist, and 
the patient, Eve. I distinguish these two figures and Eve Sedgwick who saw Shannon 
Van Wey for therapy following her cancer diagnosis. Rather than conflate them, I call 
the historical people Eve Sedgwick or Sedgwick and Shannon Van Wey or Van Wey, 
and the characters in the book as Eve and Shannon. I don't assert that the people in the 
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book are fictional, but that they, along with the therapist's notes as they are presented in
the book, fall under Sedgwick's authorship. Although the therapist's notes constitute 
perhaps a third or more of the book's text, it is not co-authored by Sedgwick and Van 
Wey. Therefore I consider myself free to make use of everything in the book as 
potentially demonstrating Sedgwick-made affordances, even if the passages occur in 
dialogue between patient and therapist, or in the therapist's notes themselves. 
A key example of affordances for "available to say" comes when patient Eve 
reflects on a description she gave Shannon as an example of a certain kind of 
emotionally charged environment. She had said that she hears the instruction “spread 
your legs.”  However, the example it is not quite right, even though it is a real and 
honest one. Later she is able to say more, and explains that
the reason I chose that one is that it seemed to solve the problem of how I could 
answer your question truthfully, but in a way that would be—I don’t know—
swaddled up in enough narrative stuff that I could bear to say it….
But I didn’t have a story to imbed that in, at that moment, so I couldn’t say it. 
(Brightening up.) “But
of course now I do, so I
can!”
“And so you do.” (176)
Now Eve can say, more accurately, that she hears the instruction, “pull down your 
pants” (176). Obviously there is a world of difference between these, both in general, 
and for Sedgwick specifically. Although the instruction is given in a medical setting, 
open your legs and pull down your pants each have a pre-formed, non-medical 
narrative associated with them: one of vaginal penetration and the other of being 
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spanked. Clearly spanking is the more resonant story for Sedgwick in the therapy and 
spanking is literally resonant in “A Poem is Being Written,” where the rhythm of 
spanking is intimately linked to the rhythm of verse, and elsewhere in her work. 
Furthermore, although both can be seen as passive gestures, pulling down your pants 
has a self-assertive aspect: you present a full and plump part of yourself, rather than 
vacating a space you (your legs) formerly occupied.  In terms of affordances, what’s 
important here is that the right “narrative” stuff is a requirement, not an enhancement. 
Here is a more detailed example: At the beginning of “A Poem Is Being Written,”
Sedgwick writes that the essay “represents a claim for respectful attention to the 
intellectual and artistic life” of herself at nine years old, and continues that this claim 
“has in fact, exceptionally, persisted through every day of these twenty-seven years and
more, as unremittingly and forcefully as self-respect would permit, and very often a 
good deal more so” (Tendencies 177). So for over 27 years, the nine-year old Sedgwick 
has made a claim for respectful attention; however there were unmet prerequisites for 
that claim to be heard. It needed the correct “rhetorical ground.” For a particular 
rhetorical ground (or environment) to be a prerequisite for audibility shows how clearly 
distinct is the need for particular rhetoric in order to accurately or successfully make a 
claim (or assertion, etc.). “What comes late, here, is not the claim itself … but the 
rhetorical ground on which alone it can be made audible…. She [the nine-year old] is 
allowed to speak, or I to speak for her, only here in the space of professional success 
and of hyperconscious virtuousity” (177), which are tall orders. But that is not the only 
difficulty, because there are “unusually narrow stylistic demands that hedge about any 
language that treats one’s own past. Only … an elegantly ostentatious chastity of style” 
can be effective, because only that can “at all neutralize the … squeamishness that for 
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successful adults churns around the seeing displayed of children in their ambition and 
thought and grievance, in their bodies, in their art, and, indeed, in the simple fact of 
their oppression” (177). Therefore, all of this elaborate and rare rhetorical and stylistic 
equipment, wielded in this case by an expert rhetoritician and stylist, are needed for 
some seemingly basic outcomes: that adults can see the display of children’s ambition, 
art, bodies, grievance, oppression or thought. 
Words matter. One can need a word, the right phrase, or story and the right 
environment in which to use them the way one does air.  The space of language is a 
profound existential realm, similar to the need Proust’s narrator has for his mother’s 
good-night ritual. As Sedgwick describes it, 
the mortal dread he feels, in childhood, at having to go to bed without his 
mother’s kiss derives its quality and rhythm much more from a threatened 
existential function,  such as breathing, than from a frustrated second-order 
drive, such as libido.  (Weather 12-13)
With the stakes this high, it is fortunate that Sedgwick finds helpful implements 
everywhere. Anything is a potentially usable help; the world is her tool. This could take
the form of innovation, recycling, placement, orientation, or sheer invention. 
Making Use
For some reason it is mildly shocking when Sedgwick reprints parts of her own texts 
within other texts of hers, or when she quotes herself. A footnote in the introduction of 
one book refers the reader to a fuller discussion in a previous book, “from which the 
preceding six paragraphs are taken” (Epistemology 8). Rationally, it’s certainly sensible 
enough, but there’s an audacity about it. She does it so smoothly, though, that it’s over 
53
before we notice. 
How much more outrageous, though, to adapt The Great Masters to one’s own 
purpose, as when Sedgwick provided the image for the cover of Between Men, which 
was incorporated thus: 
Fig. 2.1. Between Men cover. (Columbia UP)
The original is Manet’s masterwork Le dejeuner sur l’herbe :
Fig. 2.2. Le dejeuner sur l’herbe (Manet)
Sedgwick has not only cropped out about half the surface area of the painting, she has 
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completely eliminated a figure who is nearly in the exact center of the canvas and 
clearly framed by the trio in the foreground: 
Fig. 2.3. Highlights the area of the image that is used. (Meyerhoff)
The reason is easy to understand: She adapts the image to tell the story she wants. And 
she does it extremely well. The framing and skillful silhouetting of the heads of the 
picnickers (done with scissors on a postcard) makes a balanced picture that doesn’t look
violated. This is a more developed, more empowered, but essentially similar 
relationship to the world of art and literature Sedgwick displays when she pulls antique
silk kimonos into strips to use for weaving (Dialogue 199).  Yet these are also 
collaborations, and we are invited to follow suit. Because there is a life, an agency, in all 
the elements which are coming together here. The painter, the writer, the painting the 
story, the viewer, the editor and the reader aren’t distinct and separate agents. 
Another aspect of Sedgwick’s writing which is important for this chapter is the 
agency of texts, and as above, texts can be understood in a very broad sense. Sedgwick 
writes that the essays in Touching Feeling were "a distinct project...which has...with 
increasing stubbornness, refused to become linear in structure” (1), and describes a 
story that has “difficulties … in getting itself told” (Gothic Conventions 13).  She 
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frequently talks about what a piece of writing does, or speaks of the action of concepts or
systems of thought. For example, she talks about the “work done by the Foucauldian 
paranoid” (Gothic Conventions x).  To some extent this can be understood as a function of
performativity (albeit in a rather broader sense than used by Austin) …inhabiting a 
linguistic world in which emotion, comfort, motivation, propulsive or retardant 
energies, conflict, desire, speed, weight, shame, struggle…operate fully in (at least) 
three dimensions. 
There are many ways of operating and being in this world, so, for example, it 
may be that “attending to the effects of particular bits of language … requires … a 
relative lightening of the epistemological demand on essential truth” (Touching Feeling  
6).  The performativity of Austin is an aspect of some utterances, rather than a quality of
language itself. Sedgwick points out that the anti-essentialist projects of Derrida and 
Butler seem to insist/require the performativity of all language, and that she is, 
explicitly, doing something other than that: 
Repeatedly to ask how certain categorizations work, what enactments they are 
performing and what relations they are creating, rather than what they 
essentially mean, has been my principal strategy (Epistemology 27).
Reading Sedgwick often feels as if you’re being acted upon and also like acting. 
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Chapter 3: How to Read Things with Materials and Other Words
Although Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick is best known for her writing, she was also a prolific 
artist. This chapter considers a few examples of Sedgwick’s book- and fiber-art, as well 
as her most textile-like book, A Dialogue on Love, and shows some of the affordances 
they provide for reading practices.    Because an important strand of Sedgwick’s 
thought has to do with material aspects of language, and because there is often no clear 
line dividing her verbal, visual, and tactile work, I refer collectively to Sedgwick’s art 
pieces as her “dimensional” work. Here I regard Sedgwick’s activities in dimensional 
art-making as modes of researching theories of language, meaning, and text. Sedgwick 
created a body of work using altered books, cast glass, rubber stamps, Japanese death 
poems, hand-woven cloth, quotations from Proust, ceramic, marbled paper, X-ray 
photos, polymer clay, and many other media. She employed a wide range of techniques
and used her materials in extremely inventive ways. She produced work that teaches us
about ways of reading, and a variety of ways that texts can be theorized.  This work also
teaches—or more precisely, makes affordances for—a realm of textural and visual 
pleasures typically denied literary theorists, and readers in general, while theorizing 
and reading. To read texts, including those in common codex form, in the multi-
dimensional, multi-textured way afforded by Sedgwick’s art-work teaches that what is 
beside a text, or no-text, can be as much part of a reading experience as a line of words 
on a page. When Sedgwick opens the way to regard a collage of beautiful hand-made 
papers as a model for reading novels, she affords radically non-linear reading 
possibilities, through which the chronology of a narrative could be torn into smaller 
sections and layered in pleasing and possibly revealing ways. 
 The title of this chapter is a drawn from Eve Sedgwick’s doctoral-level course 
“How to Do Things With Words and Other Materials,” a name which itself is a play on 
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and allusion to J.L. Austin’s book How to Do Things With Words. (Austin therein 
described and categorized “performative utterances”—speech acts that do something as 
they say something. Sedgwick made use of Austin’s work and significantly expanded 
on performativity theory.)  “How to Do Things with Words and Other Materials” was a 
studio practicum combined with study and discussion of “artist books” (in a very broad
sense) that Sedgwick offered at the City University of New York Graduate Center three 
times between 2004 and 2008. In an important sense Sedgwick’s art is an instruction in 
reading texture, textile, and text. 
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From early her life, Sedgwick worked with textiles and fiber and made visual art. 
She was taught crochet and embroidery by her grandmother, and in college she sewed 
clothes for herself (Weather 71). While a professor at Amherst, Sedgwick created photo-
collages. One of these, which shows three similar photos of Sedgwick and Michael 
Lynch by Emily Dickinson’s gravesite  (fig. 3.1), was published on the dedication page 
of Tendencies. 
Fig. 3.1. Photo-collage by Eve Sedgwick. (Sedgwick)
The photos, with Lynch and Sedgwick both wearing the white glasses she writes about 
in the book, are arranged so that the couples are engaged in a complex three-way 
embrace. The hand of right-Lynch rests in the crook of left-Sedgwick’s arm, The arms of
left- and right-Sedgwick curl around Dickinson’s headstone, and top-Sedgwick-and-
Lynch seem to rest their arms on the heads and shoulders of the lower Lynches and 
Sedgwicks. The three photos, six arms, and five subjects are interwoven; Sedgwick 
transforms them into something very like a textile. Sedgwick has said, “I’ve always 
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loved textiles ... and the feel of any kind of fiber between my thumb and fingers ... is just
the rub of reality for me” (Weather 71). However, her most intensive production of 
dimensional art begins in 1996, significantly, at about the same time she was diagnosed 
with metastatic cancer. In A Dialogue on Love the psychologist Shannon Van Wey notes 
Sedgwick as having, “[f]ree-floating creativity lately. Suddenly lots of arts and crafts 
fascination,” which is followed by Sedgwick’s own observation that “...Shannon and I 
joke that there must be a new tumor pressing on the Sculpey [brand polymer clay] node
in my brain. Polymer clay in every color, and paint, and silk kimono scraps...” (199). 
Her motivations may have been far from literary, academic, or pedagogical: the 
quotation continues, “I’ve started to elope from my school and writing, flying toward 
this stuff with the stealth, joy, almost the guilt of adultery” (199); nonetheless, even her 
earliest work from this period provides interesting textual reading lessons. 
The simultaneous and inextricable workings of personal rewards and satisfactions,
and formally “external” expression are hardly unique to Sedgwick as an artisan. Nor is 
it accidental that such intersections are often associated with practices traditionally 
done by women.  The feminist slogan "the personal is political" could be restated here 
as the personal is scholarship.   In the introduction to Women’s Work: The First 20,000 
Years,10 archeologist and linguist Elizabeth Wayland Barber describes her efforts to 
exactly replicate the pattern in a fragment of cloth ca. 1200 - 600 BCE. Her original 
motivation is a personal one: She sees the fragment in a museum and says, “I’d love to 
have a scarf like that” (21). To create it, she uses weaving skills she had learned, not as 
part of her academic training, but when she was a child. In the process of making 
herself a scarf, she discovers how the original cloth had been made by early weavers. It 
10   Sedgwick owned and read this book, and had conversations with its author, according to H. A. Sedgwick 
(conversation, Fall 2010).
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strengthens her conviction that “recreating ancient artifacts step by step can shed light 
on the lives and habits of the original craft workers that no amount of armchair 
theorizing can give” (23).  There are broad similarities between Barber’s process and 
thinking, and Sedgwick’s dimensional work. As Barber’s scarf-weaving opens 
archeological insights into how ancient Celts arranged and worked the warps of their 
looms, so Sedgwick’s silk and clay manipulations open theoretical insights into reading 
texts and textiles. Binaries of personal and professional, work and play, aren’t useful 
here. It’s also important that pleasure motivates both Barber and Sedgwick in their 
work. Sedgwick’s weaving, rubber-stamping, paper-making, Sculpey-ing, book-altering
activities point to profound understandings of reading and writing, but a powerful 
affordance is also that they’re fun. 
Proustian Folds
An obvious place to examine the possibilities for reading that Sedgwick’s dimensional 
work offers is in her art books. She created books using an astounding array of forms 
and techniques, including scrolls, fabric, cards, hexaflexagons, fans, and altered books.
 One of these, an accordion book constructed of marbleized paper (figs. 3. 2 and 3.3), is 
the main subject of this section. There are many ways of understanding this piece, but 
my focus will be affordances that this book offers for non-linear modes of reading.
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Fig. 3.2. Hyphotheses accordion book. (Sedgwick)
Fig. 3.3.. Hyphotheses accordion book, flat sections. (Sedgwick)
The book says, FOR BEAUTY IS A SERIES OF HYPOTHESES. The phrase comes from 
Marcel Proust, whose texts, image, and textual atmosphere Sedgwick incorporated into 
many of her pieces, and this phrase in particular appears numerous times in her work. 
“For beauty is a series of hypotheses” is from Volume 2 of À la recherche du temps perdu, À
l'ombre des jeunes filles en fleurs (In Search of Lost Time: Within a Budding Grove).11 The 
narrator, riding in a carriage, catches a glimpse of a woman in a passing carriage, and 
this prompts an extended meditation. As she approaches, he begins to feel “the desire 
not to let this girl pass without forcing her mind to become aware of my person, 
without preventing her desires from wandering to some one else, without insinuating 
myself in her dreams and taking possession of her heart”  (397). But before this 
anticipatory fantasy is concluded, “the pretty girl was already behind us” (397). Is the 
11    All quotations are from the Moncrieff, Kilmartin, and Enright translation, unless otherwise noted. The 
translation "...a series of hypotheses" seems to be Sedgwick's own. See pages 75-76 for more on this.
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fleetingness of the encounter what makes her attractive? Possibly. The narrator 
speculates, 
…had I been free to get down from the carriage and to speak to the girl whom 
we were passing, I might perhaps have been disillusioned by some blemish on 
her skin which from the carriage I had not distinguished.  (Whereupon any 
attempt to penetrate into her life would have seemed suddenly impossible. For 
beauty is a sequence of hypotheses which ugliness cuts short when it bars the 
way that we could already see opening into the unknown). (398-399) 
This is a highly abbreviated expression of the contemplation the narrator offers over the
course of about 15 pages, and the phrase, “for beauty is a series of hypotheses” (as 
Sedgwick has it), is an even further condensation of the idea. So these few words 
encapsulate a much longer and more elaborate meditation, and in that sense each word,
each letter, is highly charged and compressed. 
An accordion (or “Oriental fold”) book doesn’t have a spine; it is typically 
composed of a single long sheet, folded zig-zag style, like the pleats of an accordion or a
Japanese screen, to create panels rather than individual leaves. This form of book is an 
especially fitting environment for the development of desire. Although a codex12 shows 
only partial text on any given leaf or spread, it cannot display at one time a complete 
text of any substantial length. An accordion book is a tease, promising and withholding 
as it unfolds, at once opening, and postponing fully opening. A codex may be more or 
less scantily dressed, but it doesn’t hold out the promise, as a stripper does, of full 
revelation. Sedgwick’s book calls attention to this “material narrative” in the way the 
12  Keith Smith identifies two other types of books in addition to the codex and oriental fold: fan, and venetian 
blind (glossary, Text in the Book Format). The venetian blind is generally either fully open or fully closed. The fan can 
be opened leaf by leaf, but usually not in any particular order; the sequence in which contents are revealed is 
random, unstructured. To stretch the metaphor even further, one could argue that a scroll, while it can be 
unfurled slowly, presents discrete blocks of text that are either readable or not. A partial reading from a scroll 
book may be closer to an analogy of elegant lingerie.
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copy is laid out within the book. The book’s design and construction provides a 
practical lesson in non-linear reading. It is a demonstration of how the linearity of 
reading can be radically disrupted. What happens to our reading minds when we 
encounter, in Sedgwick’s book, "for beauty is a series of hypotheses"? 
First, it’s important to note that even the individual letters are a bit difficult to 
read. The letter-shapes are formed using a Japanese paper-marbling technique called 
suminagashi (Weather  83). The colors used here are pale and delicate (with a few 
exceptions: bold colors are sometimes used for spaces). The letter-forms themselves are 
paler still, having been made by applying a resist (that inhibits the adherence of color 
where it's applied) to the paper before it was dyed (figs. 3.4 and 3.5). 
       
Figs. 3.4 and 3.5. Hyphotheses accordion book, details. (Sedgwick)
However, the resist imperfectly blocked the ink, and we can see faint shadows of color 
and pattern. In fact, some letters were so faintly delineated, that Sedgwick outlined 
them, but only in pencil (Weather 84). So the letters are formed by the negative space of 
non- (or less- ) colored areas. That is, the ink, the color, the "form" is everything that 
isn't letter; the letter shape is the (mostly) unmarked surface of the paper. The book is 
abundantly rich in textures. The use of multi-colored marbling in different patterns, the 
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construction of words with letters on different pieces of marbled paper, the layering of 
papers, inks, resist fluid, and pencil-marks, as well as the back-and-forth dimensionality
of the accordion folds are some of the elements that contribute to the dense texturality 
of this book. The book’s textures speak to the theme of “a series of hypotheses.” In the 
Introduction to Touching Feeling, Sedgwick observes, 
…I haven’t perceived a texture until I’ve instantaneously hypothesized whether 
the object I’m perceiving was sedimented, extruded, laminated, granulated, 
polished, distressed, felted, or fluffed up. Similarly, to perceive texture is to 
know or hypothesize whether a thing will be easy or hard, safe or dangerous to 
grasp, to stack, to fold, to shred, to climb on, to stretch, to slide, to soak. (13-14)
Although she doesn’t use the term here, what Sedgwick is describing are the 
affordances (or potential ones) of a given piece of textured material. What kinds of 
interactions will be possible? Because this Proust book is such a richly textured 
environment, it brings these questions, and these affordances, to reading itself. 
The book arranges its brief copy in two lines, which are set in alternate alignment: 
The first line is flush left, beginning close to the left edge of the first panel; the second is 
flush right. This alignment, together with the folded structure of the book, significantly 
disrupts and postpones linear reading as the book is being opened. As the panels are 
revealed, from the left the reader first encounters FOR BE, then, as more of the book is 
opened, FOR BEAU with OF below. Next is FOR BEAUTY (top), with OF H (bottom);
 FOR BEAUTY IS (top), OF HYPO (bottom); FOR BEAUTY IS A SER (top), OF 
HYPOTHESES (bottom); and finally the complete text.  In practice, this is not quite as 
disruptive of reading as this explanation makes it seem; that is, the book does offer a 
reading experience. But the presentation necessarily interrupts or delays a linear 
reading style. 
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The impulse to read words, and not merely see color and form, is a powerful one, 
and therefore the tendency to find words in partial sequences of letters as they are 
revealed is difficult-to-impossible to avoid. The Stroop Effect, which Sedgwick 
discussed and demonstrated in classes, is the sharp reduction in response-time when 
subjects are asked to name the color of letters in a word, compared to the speed they can
name the color specified by a word. That is, it’s possible to say “red” quickly when 
shown RED (in blue letters), but it takes much longer to say “blue” when shown blue 
letters that spell RED (De Young). 
The importance of the staggered, semi-readability of this book can be clearly seen 
by contrasting it to another Proust-themed accordion book by Sedgwick, a collage of 
rubber-stamped images, drawings, pages from The Captive (volume V of Remembrance), 
and rubber-stamped text (fig. 3.6). 
Fig. 3.6. Atmospheric changes accordion book. (Sedgwick)
This collage book strongly evokes the atmosphere of Proust’s book, and makes 
“atmosphere” and “captivity” its subjects. It is a multi-media piece that is “about” 
something, and reading it is unproblematic in several ways. In this piece, the main 
verbal text is easily read. Large, horizontally positioned letters announce: 
“ATMOSPHERIC CHANGES, [first panel, edging onto the second panel] PROVOKING
OTHER CHANGES [second panel] IN THE INNER MAN, AWAKEN [third panel] 
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FORGOTTEN [fourth panel, top] SELVES [fourth panel, bottom]. Although, like the 
hypotheses book, this one unfolds accordion style, here there is little possibility for 
ambiguity as the words present themselves. Each panel offers at least one complete 
word, and as many as five words together. They form a grammatically complete 
English sentence that runs in the traditional left-to-right sequence. Familiar interpretive 
tools apply here. The book’s presentation of words and images, and its structure, are 
related to the text, and to the theme of captivity.  For example, behind the main text, 
pages from a codex edition of The Captive are pasted at overlapping angles. The size of 
the type is much smaller than that of the main text. The distinction between easily 
readable foreground text, and angled, small-type background is clear, but they are also 
in dialogue, since both texts have been brought in from the same source. The 
background is made of partial sheets which don’t show the width of an entire leaf, so 
even up close, it is not possible to read continuous passages from the original book, 
reinforcing the sense that this is functioning more as background pattern than as verbal 
text, while hinting at the possibility of reading it as a verbal text. For example, in one 
swatch, the words and letters, “e tyranny / the one / hose men / shortly / desire, o / 
But, even...”  can be seen. However, without comparing it to a complete text, there 
would be no way to know this came from a section that says, 
It often happens that the pleasure which everyone takes in turning over the 
keepsakes that his memory has collected is keenest in those whom the tyranny of
bodily ill-health and the daily hope of recovery prevent, on the one hand, from 
going out to seek in nature scenes that resemble those memories, and, on the 
other hand, leave so convinced that they will shortly be able to do so that they 
can remain gazing at them in a state of desire, of appetite, and not regard them 
merely as memories, as pictures. But, even if they were never to be anything 
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more than memories to me, even if I, as I recalled them, saw merely pictures, 
immediately they recreated in me, of me as a whole, by virtue of an identical 
sensation, the boy, the youth who had first seen them. ( 24-25)
This limitation of what can be read by this book’s user is a kind of captivity—an 
absolute restriction on where and how far a reader can go. Captivity is also humorously
represented by rubber-stamped faces of Proust contained in rubber-stamped Mason 
jars, like so many canned fruits and vegetables. At the same time, just as there is 
ambiguity about whether the jars are open or sealed, there is also a choice of readings. 
Since the last panel shows “forgotten” at the top, and “selves” below it, at about the 
level of the rest of the text, two possible readings are offered clearly: Atmospheric 
changes, provoking other changes in the inner man, awaken selves, and Atmospheric 
changes...awaken forgotten selves. Full-body figures are also shown inside long, tall 
square-shaped bottles of a type now used for fine olive oils, but which in the nineteenth 
century were more typically used for medicinal preparations. Although the tops of 
these bottles are clearly open, the necks are so narrow that it is impossible for the men 
inside to emerge. 
A play between form and content is not particularly rare in artists’ accordion 
books. For example, Keith A. Smith’s Snow Job, Book 115 (Drucker 248) depicts lines of 
text rising and falling across the panels (fig. 7), inclining up the “peak” folds and 
declining down the “valley” folds of the accordion, replicating blowing snow, snow 
rising in drifts, and ultimately in “meltdown” (collecting melted snow, nuclear disaster, 
and the end of the book).  
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Fig. 3.7. Snow Job. (Smith)
An even more literal joining of form and content can be seen in History of the Accordion 
(fig.3.8),  by Donna and Peter Thomas. 
Fig. 3.8. “History of the Accordion.” (Thomas)
Each panel frames images of accordionists with their instruments, built into an antique, 
deconstructed accordion.   
Nonetheless, Sedgwick's "captivity" book is a particularly potent example of a 
“deep” book in N. Katherine Hayles’s sense. In her essay “Print is Flat, Code is Deep,” 
she observes that “materiality should be understood as existing in complex dynamic 
interplay with content, coming into focus or fading into the background, depending on 
what performances the work enacts” (71). Environment, lighting, physical position, etc. 
can affect the reading of texture. In this dimensionally varied, one-of-a-kind book, there 
is both a conventional, generally linear text, and the possibility of various readings and 
interpretations of that text. 
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The “hypotheses” book discussed earlier presents a completely different kind of 
interpretive space. Does the book make or include a statement? Is it about a subject? 
Does it mean something in particular? Somehow, these don’t seem like fruitful 
questions. Yet, the book offers an extremely rich reading experience, that, through its 
lack of conventional referents, affords something like a textural reading. As varied as 
they are, one thing Sedgwick’s dimensional works have in common is the presence of 
texture, a topic Sedgwick also addresses in several essays. Even her “flat” pieces have 
some additional dimensional complexity.  For example, a series of photographic images
imprinted on cloth also incorporate shibori, a Japanese dying technique that imposes 
shape, as well as color, on a fabric.  Her work entails geometric and categorical 
complexities, where the flatness or dimensionality of a piece may be ambiguous or 
difficult to determine. 
The subject of texture is a complex one, involving multiple senses, and many 
metaphoric applications. All on its own, texture complicates seeming binaries such as 
inside/outside, or distinctions such as touching and seeing.  The hypothesizing that 
Sedgwick identifies as inherent in the perception of texture means that reading this 
highly textured book will always remain an open-ended process. Texture and depth 
play an important role in the reading experience, and this is another non-linear 
dimension of this book. The agency of reading is ambiguous: who/what generates 
meaning/experience? Here it’s not possible to assert that the creator of this book chose, 
for example, the pattern that creates a particular letter or word. The unpredictability of 
suminagashi, the marbleization technique used to make the letter-forms,  is an example 
of a method that doesn’t enable a controlled result based on a plan (except perhaps in a 
very loose sense). 
A combination of marbleized papers and a resist process is used to form the 
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letters. Individual letters, and a few letter pairs, are imprinted on separate leaves of 
paper, and are therefore literally on different surfaces from one another.  Another layer 
of dimensionality is the marbleization, which is visually multi-dimensional—the 
swirled colors suggest shape, raised and shadowed areas, and movement. The marbling
effects are also different on the different sheets of paper, further reinforcing the 
separate, independent quality of individual letters and spaces.  The process by which 
the pattern was created—where ink floats on water, in motion, affected by a slight 
breeze in the air or vibration from the surface it rests on, as much as the conscious, 
though ill-controlled, manipulation by an artist  -- produces a result that no single 
person or mechanical influence is responsible for. 
Yet another dimensional aspect of the book is the way letters are produced on the 
page. Rather than looking or feeling like a figure/ground reversal, this presentation 
seems to confound a fixed idea of what "ground" is. Similarly, while the individuality of
each letter is highlighted in some ways, it is undermined in others. First there are the 
letter pairs which form a unit of two. Also important is the more or less random 
intersection of the folds of the accordion book with the words and letters, so the book 
creates units of combined and partial letters and words. That is, on one page, the eau 
can be read (in a stylized form, without the vertical bar of the E) as the French word for 
water, as a representation of a non-verbal sound, as part of a typing drill, or as a 
meaningless string of letters. Sedgwick said that she "wanted reading it to involve a 
series of hypotheses" (Weather 84) and clearly, she succeeded. 
The word “series” does not appear in the major English translations of this 
passage. C.K. Scott Moncrieff, and his later collaborators Terence Kilmartin and D.J. 
Enright use “sequence,” and James Grieve uses “succession.” The French is suite (“Car 
la beauté est une suite d’hypotheses que rétrécit la laideur en barrant la route que nous voyions 
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déjà s’ouvrir sur l’inconnu…” (87, underlined emphasis is mine.) Both “sequence” and 
“succession” emphasize that a particular order be followed, and this accords with 
several senses of suite (sequel, consecutively, continuation, succession for example). But 
there are other senses, including “series,” which are less ordered: Connexion, nexus, 
coherence, retinue, attendants, for example. Suite can also mean effect, result, and 
progress.  Characteristically, Sedgwick’s choice of word moves in the direction of 
further openness, although not form-lessness.  “Series” describes the hypotheses-
making of our reading experience—the hypotheses need not be sequential.  
Sedgwick’s choice of the word “series” is also a nuanced reading of the narrator’s 
train of thoughts. As a contemplation of the structure of desire, of the relationship 
between desire and the unavailability of the desired, the carriage scene includes a 
necessarily sequential set of moves. Even as desire flickers up, its object is already gone. 
The girl approaches, and departs, but is never present13. These moments only make 
sense in a particular order. Yet within that brief space of time, examined closely over 15 
pages, many other moods, relations, anticipations, and reflections are also occurring, 
and are explored with subtlety, intelligence, sensitivity, imagination, precision, and 
beauty.  The word “series” invites these less sequentially rigid contemplations more 
readily than “sequence” or “succession.”  
The narrator puts the “unavailability” theory of desire plainly forward: “Was it 
because I had caught but a momentary glimpse of her that I had found her so attractive?
It may have been.” (398). Then he elaborates, and the examples he provides complicate 
the picture considerably. “In the first place, the impossibility of stopping when we meet 
a woman, the risk of not meeting her again another day, give her at once the same 
13  The narrator "scarcely had time to see the girl who was coming in our direction" (397), then envisions a 
relationship with her and its impossibilty, and "[m]eanwhile, our carriage had moved on" (397), so the two 
carriages and their passengers are never actually together in the narrative.
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charm as a place derives from the illness or poverty that prevents us from visiting it, or 
the lustreless days which remain to us to live from the battle in which we shall 
doubtless fall” (398). The pleasant scene of encountering a woman suddenly takes 
several dark turns, and by the end of this short sentence, we are lead to thoughts of 
inevitable and imminent death in battle. If the charm that this situation gives to “the 
lustreless days which remain to us” is the same charm that a never-to-be-seen-again 
woman has, what sort of charm is it? A particular charm derived from being 
“continually under the threat of death.” Furthermore, it isn’t speeding carriages, or 
illness, or battles that directly cultivate or destroy this charm, for “if there were no such 
thing as habit, life must appear delightful to those of us who are continually under the 
threat of death—that is to say, all mankind” (398). That is, death is what makes life 
appear delightful. 
When discussing certain Vajrayana Buddhist practices particularly associated with
preparation for death, the great meditation teacher, Chögyam Trungpa, said it’s about 
“cutting through a lot of possessiveness toward one’s body, particularly the desire for 
possessions and entertainment. One has to have the power to remove clingings. You 
can step out in the middle of your meal; before you finish your sentence, you can step 
out. You don’t have a chance to finish your pun or to finish your dessert. You have to 
leave things behind, which can be very scary and very unsatisfying” (138).  As I 
experience it, Sedgwick’s hypotheses book has a similar message about being 
“continually under the threat of death.” The threat of death is with us not only when we
come to a full stop, so to speak. For just as death interrupts our habits of living, so the 
unexpected breaks in the hypotheses accordion book break our reading habits, and 
thus, reading it can be a continual delight.
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Textile / Texture / Dialogue
A Dialogue on Love is an account of Sedgwick’s therapy with the psychologist Shannon 
Van Wey (pronounced, wonderfully, “why”) following diagnosis and treatment of 
breast cancer. (Note that as before, I regard the characters in the book as distinct from 
their real-life counterparts. Therefore I use “Eve” for the patient in Dialogue, and 
“Shannon” for the therapist, but “Sedgwick” and “Van Wey” for the actual people.) 
Although in the artbooks considered in the previous section, texture was clearly present
in the materials—marbled, layered, stamped, and so on. In terms of reading practices in 
those pieces I considered affordances provided by breaks and interruptions in the 
reading path. In this section I will explore several of Sedgwick’s works in terms of space
and crossings within textual material. Sedgwick created work that illuminates relations 
between text and textile. Her woven pieces can be understood as reading lessons, and A
Dialogue on Love has many characteristics of a woven fabric. In Dialogue, the text itself is 
textured, and it shares the structure of a textile in several important ways (fig. 3.9). It 
includes, at minimum, three distinct strands: prose and haiku by Sedgwick, and her 
therapist’s notes on their sessions. These are differentiated typographically, and 
produce an unusually spacious and textured page. 
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Fig. 3.9. A spread from A Dialogue On Love. (Sedgwick)
The prose is set in a standard style for body-copy type: Serif upper and lower case 
letters, fully justified. The haiku, clearly differentiated because of their short line 
lengths, are indented and set in san-serif type. The therapist’s notes are in small caps set
flush left/ragged right (only the left side forms a straight line, as the bottom right of the 
page shown).  The book is arranged in chapters that of course provide major divisions. 
Each of the three kinds of text is separated by white space above and below. There are 
also short rules that sometimes divide sections within chapters. 
Although Sedgwick's form is original, it draws on particular precedents as well. 
One is haibun, a form exemplified by the Edo-period (mostly seventeenth century) 
Japanese poet Matsuo Bashō.  Another is James Merrill's Book of Ephraim, the first of a 
trilogy of poems which include lines “by” the poet as well as lines “by” Ephraim, a 
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spirit who speaks to Merrill and his partner through a Ouija board, and whose voice is 
represented in small caps. Merrill also wrote haibun, for example, “Prose of Departure,”
and in Dialogue, Sedgwick comments on this piece as being: 
in an unusual form: prose interspersed with haiku.
Spangled with haiku is more what it feels like, his very sentences fraying
into implosions
of starlike density or
radiance, then out
into a prose that’s never quite not poetry.…
Josh says its a seventeenth-century Japanese form called haibun. He’s 
meanwhile been reading Basho’s haibun—the form, he says, classically 
used for narratives of travel. (194)
Sedgwick’s haibun, like Merrill’s, is unusual in that it often switches from prose to 
haiku in the middle of a sentence. Traditional Japanese haibun maintains the integrity 
of the prose and poetry components. Sedgwick’s merging of the two grammatically, 
while maintaining their separation through line breaks, white space, and typography 
has a paradoxical effect. Similar to enjambment, it both urges the reader to glide past 
the shift in form or position, while at the same time, it invites the reader to pause, break 
off, or digress. Sedgwick’s description of Merrill’s haibun as “never quite not poetry” 
suits hers as well. In the passage quoted above, “spangled with haiku is more what it 
feels like” is denoted as prose but is rhythmically trochaic, while “into implosions of 
starlike density or radiance” doesn’t scan as readily.  As the tonal variations between 
prose, haiku, and notation-style short-hand sound increasingly more subtle, Dialogue 
becomes a kind of ear training, as ever-more careful listening is required to trace the 
moments when the tones shift, harmonize, or exchange places. In the passage above, are
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we in a conversation about Merrill; being instructed by Josh, via Eve, on Basho; 
overhearing a conversation between Eve and Josh; or are we following Eve’s thoughts 
as they move between haibun, Merrill, Basho, Josh…? (Note that “Josh” of the book 
corresponds to Joshua Wilner of life.) As the book trains the reader, distinctions 
between reading and being read to become unclear. (This is one reason I resist calling 
the three strands in Dialogue braided; the range of positions, directions, and 
perspectives is greater than typical three-stranded braiding.)
In Text in the Book Format14, Keith A. Smith writes, 
Two seemingly disparate lengthy texts can be alternately evolved. Transition 
from one to the next can make use of beautiful transpositions, by connections 
and contradictions. Transitions can be abrupt, or the writing can ambiguously 
fade in and out of each text. At one point, the two texts may meld. The 
combination may be a balancing of the two, or may form a third idea, 
surprisingly diverging from either of the two separate texts. (“Space of the 
Written Word” 34) 
Sedgwick goes considerably further, creating simultaneous multiple ideas with more 
than two texts. Because three kinds of text are given a distinctive visual style, each can 
easily be traced as an individual thread that surfaces and resubmerges within the larger 
material. Reading only the haiku, for example, produces this swath of poetic text: 
some clinging presence
around me, or a voice, or
a scent, or feeling
My dictionary 
entries for distrait: distraught
14  Sedgwick used this book in her “How to Do Things With Words” course.
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distressed, distracted.




the same as here except for
a few little things—                  (134-138)
As given above, this poem may evoke affect and identity entwining and individuating, 
or the way people who are no longer present in one’s life continue to infuse current 
experience, or perhaps a uniquely personal style of fear of, or hope for, impermanence. 
At least one can say there is a promising interpretive space here, although as presented 
in the book, these lines combine four separate poems, related to several different topics, 
from across six segments of a chapter, and elide three prose sections and three sections 
of Shannon’s notes. 
The three styles of type also produce graphic effects. The small caps notes make 
blocks of broad horizontal stripes. The lines of haiku are like short dashes in a white 
field. The prose body copy can mimic poetry when a line is short, or make chunky grey 
squares and rectangles. Not only does the appearance of each type of writing vary, but 
the combination of styles gives each page and spread in the book a distinctive visual 
rhythm and texture. Some pages are full and dark, some curvy, some checkered. There 
are top-heavy pages, spreads on which the verso and recto look unified, and others 
where the two pages look distinct and independent. It would be possible to recognize 
each page even if the text was illegible just by its pattern. Regarding a text this way 
might or might not be called “reading” but undoubtedly there is information that gets 
communicated in this way, and which in most books is a monotonous drone. In a sense,
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this is a way of reading the white space along with (or instead of) the type. As the text 
has it, 
To notate our strange
melody, I have some use 
for all the white space          (194)
The white space in Dialogue is more generous than a memoir or other prose book, and  
it’s also more varied — textured — than a book of poems. The white space and distinct 
textures of the pages invites “picnic basket” reading, where a reader can choose a path 
out of the lines of type in a way that a tight, narrow, uniform column of type doesn’t. 
This book makes space a reader can occupy and wander through. It also offers a variety 
of pacing for reading. In “Woven Spaces: Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Dialogue on Love,” 
Katy Hawkins observes that: 
the white space between lines, between poetry and prose, imply more than simple 
separation…. The “use” Sedgwick finds here “for all the white space” is in an 
almost counter-poetic gap in her text’s momentum. The poems break up the 
strikingly regular rhythm of the prose, relaxing the beat of intellectual and 
emotional working through…. We have time to look for these multiple meanings 
because of the gap in rhythmic prose, calling attention to the performativity of 
certain lines. (255)
The vast white space plays an active part in the weaving-like reading experience. 
It not only provides gaps like the space between threads, the space gives stretch, and 
allows the material (in this case written material), to take different shapes. The most 
obvious pattern is the visual rhythm created by the layout and typography. Each 
section has its own shape and “color".15 Each page or spread forms a unique non-
15    For typographers, the color of black and white copy varies depending on how dense, spacious, and even-
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representational graphic image. Whitespace also allows a reader to shape the material 
in different ways. The relationship between threads and spaces in a textile allow it to be 
(and restrict it from being) shaped in different ways. The spaces allow elastic stretch 
and fluidity on the bias (diagonally), while the warp and woof threads along the 
vertical and horizontal axes create and support the form of the fabric, and limit its area. 
Similarly, the relationship between type and no-type allows Dialogue to take different 
textual shapes.
When two yarns that are being woven (the warp and weft) come into proximity, 
there is an open question about how they will be placed in relation to one another. 
Depending on how they intersect, a variety of patterns and textures can be made.
 Texture in weaving is a result of the materials used, but also of their relation to one 
another.  A Dialogue on Love can be read beginning to end in a linear sequence. Unlike 
the accordion book discussed above, it doesn’t insist on non-linear reading, but it seems 
to create a middle space between sequential and non-sequential reading. The 
possibilities of these reading options are closely analogous to the affordances of woven 
material. Dialogue is a book of many voices and many forms. It has distinct "threads" of 
language, and these intersect one another like a woven textile (in comparison knitted, 
crocheted, or felted fabrics). The multiplicity of voices, of forms, and importantly, the 
juxtaposition of reading paths and styles Dialogue offers is like the multiplicity of 
threads in a piece of weaving. 
Textual and typographical variety also give this book a material quality shared by 
Sedgwick’s dimensional work. The trope of texture is a strong presence in Sedgwick’s 
written work. It’s not difficult to see how discussions of texture fit in well with 
Sedgwick’s approach to theory and writing. One style of describing texture is through 
toned it looks at a slight distance.
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binary pairs, such as soft/rough or smooth/coarse, but the complexities of texture make
these unstable; for example, soft can pair with hard as well as with rough, and the 
meanings of the two pairs are different, even as the sense of “soft” is consistent. In his 
essay “Outing Texture” (which Sedgwick included in the collection Novel Gazing), Renu 
Bora also observes the instability of binary pairs when he notes that “smooth” is both a 
kind of texture, and the absence of texture (99). Another style of describing textures, 
equally well-suited to Sedgwick’s rhetoric, is a long list of attributes, for example, a cake
that’s moist, tender, crumbly, light..., that ends rather arbitrarily—when the author or 
reader tires of it—but could just as well continue. 
We tend to think of texture, initially at least, as a tactile phenomenon, but texture 
engages multiple senses. Texture is, according to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), 
first “the feel, appearance, or consistency of a surface or a substance.” Here already we 
can see how various the experiences of texture can be, and how confounding of 
experiential categories. It involves “appearance,” that is vision, but also “feel,” or tactile 
experience.  Bora distinguishes “TEXTURE,” which describes “the surface resonance or 
quality of an object or material” (98) and can be “purely visual” (99), from 
“TEXXTURE,” which refers to “the stuffness of material structure” and “resides in 
properties of crunchiness, brittleness, elasticity, bounciness, sponginess, hardness, 
softness, consistency, striatedness, sogginess, stiffness, or porousness” (99). A 
combination of senses is required for “consistency”: at a minimum the tactile along with
proprioception,16 that is, to determine the palpable qualities of a texture (both the 
TEXTURE and TEXXTURE in Bora’s terms) sensation at the skin’s surface is used, as 
well as a sense of one’s body parts moving in relation to each other: once the fingers 
16   “Proprioception: stimuli that are produced and perceived within an organism, esp. those connected with the 
position and movement of the body” (OED).
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have felt the fuzzy surface of the toy panda, do they sink easily into its tender belly, or 
are they resisted by a firm or hard filling? Texture thus presents itself in a realm that is 
neither clearly internal or external to the body. This fits perfectly with the experience of 
texture generally, because, as Sedgwick observes, 
texture itself is not coextensive with any single sense, but rather tends to be 
liminally registered “on the border of properties of touch and vision” (101[Bora]). 
Indeed, other senses beyond the visual and haptic17 are involved… (Touching 
Feeling 13).
The peculiarity of the idea of a texture book points to how deeply imbedded the line is 
in book-reading. The conventional understanding of the structure of written text is as a 
continuous flow, and the way to read it is also as one continuous flow. Letters or 
ideograms, words, spaces, sentences follow one another in order; the linear result is 
read to be in strict sequence. The technology of modern written text production has 
reinforced this linearity. Writing by hand allows for curves, angles, criss-crossing, etc. 
and variations in style from the finest calligraphy to the boldest posters and free-form 
scrawls, but almost all methods of printing, including typewriters, impose a linear 
progression of characters, and can only be persuaded to behave differently with effort. 
Word processor programs, in some ways the least “material” of these methods, and 
theoretically the most flexible, are even more insistent on producing text in a linear 
sequence. Although the etymological ties between textile and text are numerous and 
venerable, in many ways a written text is profoundly different in structure from a 
woven one. 
Connections between textile (one of Sedgwick's earliest dimensional media), 
17   "Haptic: of or relating to the sense of touch, in particular relating to the perception and manipulation of 
objects using the senses of touch and proprioception" (OED).
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texture (a frequent trope in Sedgwick’s written and dimensional work), and text, are 
almost as long-standing as the words themselves. They share a common root, the Indo-
European tekh.  The earliest meanings of tekh are "weaving; building (first, with wood)" 
(Shipley). A host of text-related terms have their origins in weaving. From tekh comes 
the Latin texere (to weave) from which, in turn, comes context (to weave together), 
pretext (to weave in front, “hence to allege in excuse” (Partridge, texere)), and so on. 
Texere also produces tissue, in the sense of material, by way of Old French tissu (to 
weave). Also from tekh comes the Latin tela (web, and weaving’s warp) from which 
English gets “subtle,” the origin of which is sub-tile, the thread beneath the warp.
Written text is conventionally seen as having the structure of a single string—of 
characters, of words, of sentences. Weaving, on the other hand, has a fundamentally 
different structure. It begins with, at minimum, two separate yarns. These are arranged 
in parallel rows, perpendicular to one another, which intersect in ways that produce 
spatial complexities. The yarn which is on one side of the fabric plunges through to the 
other side, and back again. (Braiding, another metaphor for text used frequently by 
Sedgwick, is made in a similar way, and can be understood as a form of weaving on a 
smaller scale.) In fact, this ongoing exchange is what weaving is.18 
A verbal narrative thread can create items of many different shapes, in different 
dimensions, at different scales—a novel, a poem, a newspaper article, a note on the 
fridge—but crudely they all share a basic structure. A knitted fabric can also have many
shapes—a hat, a sweater, curtains, or a tee-shirt, but they are all made from a single, 
continuous thread.  Clearly, both readers and writers can make different uses of text 
18  Knitted material is made with a single yarn. It's arranged in a series of loops, and then pulled through those 
loops to make another row of loops, and continues that way to form a growing fabric. The fabric is made in a 
sequence of rows, left to right to left, etc., or sometimes in a long spiral, with rows flowing into one another. 
Although the path of the yarn is convo-luted, the yarn itself moves along a single path.  Crochet, although the 
technique is different (for example, it's worked with a hook rather than two or more needles, and only one loop is
formed at a time), also uses a single strand of yarn in a single path. 
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than linear ones. Particularly moving individual lines of poetry; William Boroughs-style
cut-ups; brief quotations within a review or essay; Joyce’s Finnigan’s Wake, which 
doesn’t have beginning or ending sentences; Choose Your Own Adventure stories, or 
the hypertext novels of Michael Joyce; the rhythms of Steinian repetition and variation; 
sneaking a peak at who did it before finishing a whodunit; and just about anything by 
Emily Dickinson are a very few examples of texts which can be very different from 
mono-filamented in their written or reading structure or sequence. Yet, I would argue, 
in such cases woven fabric is not a close analogy to express the nonlinearity of textual 
structure. 
The philosophical implications of fabrics have been addressed by Gilles Deleuze 
and Felix Guattari in “1440: The Smooth and the Striated.” In their analysis, felt fabric is 
exemplary of “smooth space” because of its lack of opposed or intertwined yarns. 
Weaving is “striated space” because it is “delimited, closed on at least one side,” and 
because its warp and weft elements have “different functions: one is fixed, the other 
mobile, passing above and beneath the fixed” (475). For Deleuze and Guattari, the 
smooth is exemplified by the unboundedness of the nomad, the expandability of 
patchwork crazy quilts, and the sea, among other spaces. Striated space is associated 
with the visual, the State apparatus, the fine patterning of embroidered quilts, maps, 
and so forth. While they make clear that smooth and striated space are generally 
intermixed, in transition from one to another, or both, nonetheless, their clear fondness 
for smooth space is shown in the tempering of smoothness’s abilities at the conclusion 
of the essay: “smooth spaces are not in themselves liberatory … Never believe that a 
smooth space will suffice to save us” (500). Within this context, textiles are cited as a 
definitional case of the striated: 
A fabric presents in principle a certain number of characteristics that permit us to
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define it as striated space. First it is constituted by two kinds of parallel elements;
in the simplest case, there are vertical and horizontal elements, and the two 
intertwine, intersect perpendicularly. Second, the two kinds of elements have 
different functions; one is fixed, the other mobile, passing above and beneath the 
fixed.… Third, a striated space of this kind is necessarily delimited, closed on at 
least one side: the fabric can be infinite in length but not in width, which is 
determined by the frame of the warp; the necessity of a back and forth motion 
implies a closed space (circular or cylindrical figures are not themselves closed). 
Finally, a space of this kind seems necessarily to have a top and a bottom; even 
when the warp yarn and woof yarn are exactly the same in nature, number, and 
density, weaving reconstitutes a bottom by placing the knots on one side. (475) 
(The placement of knots in patchwork quilts is not a concern for the authors, although 
unlike a quilt, a woven fabric can be made without knots. An uninterrupted length of 
yarn can be produced by ordinary spinning and supplied directly to the loom.) 
Sedgwick mentions Deleuze in Touching Feeling, and characteristically, her take 
seems more open-ended, more utile, than her source: 
as the title suggests, the most salient preposition in Touching Feeling is probably 
beside. Invoking Deleuzian interest in planar relations, the irreducibly spacial 
positionality of beside also seems to offer some useful resistance to the ease with 
which beneath and beyond turn from spacial descriptions into implicit narratives
of, respectively, origin and telos. (8)
Some of Sedgwick’s earliest fiber art was woven. From the beginning, she approached 
the practice of weaving in an unusual way, using yarn in combination with strips of silk
from deconstructed Japanese kimonos (figs. 3.10 and 3.11).  
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Fig. 3.10. Woven piece. (Sedgwick)
Fig. 3.11. Woven piece, detail. (Sedgwick)
The combination of materials here offers additional levels/layers of dimensionality than
a standard woven fabric, and a greater narrative quality. There are several kinds of 
stories that the materials are telling. The dimensionality of a piece of weaving is 
inherently complex.  On one hand, a textile represents a plane, a two-dimensional 
surface. At the same time, the "sides" of a piece of weaving are constantly 
interchanging. This piece highlights that ambiguous dimensionality by using flat strips 
for the weft that bring the slender warp yarns into high relief as they move above and 
below. In Sedgwick's kimono stole however, there is an additional scale of 
dimensionality in the thread, since the "weft" is itself woven, and has its own multi-
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sidedness. Another feature of the way fabric is used as weft here is that discrete strips 
are used, rather than a continuous yarn that turns at the edges, zig-zagging left to right 
and back again. That movement is one of the ways that textiles have been analogized to 
reading—the weft moves across and back the way the eye of a reader does.
In this piece, the movement is disrupted. Each weft is discrete, ends in nothing. 
While weaving material requires beginning at one end and moving along in a sequence,
this piece could, theoretically, be started and worked at any point, and in that way acts 
as a counter-example to the Deleuze/Guattari “delimited” weaving. Returning to the 
textile-as-reading metaphor, this structure implies, by analogy, a way of reading that is 
less linear, and closer to "random access."  If one of the lessons we take from this piece is
that reading needn't follow a strict linear sequence, it may remind us of modes of non-
linear reading that are commonly practiced, but not often theorized as models. 
Examples include the wayward eye of the reader of short poetry, picking up and 
juxtaposing words and phrases from any part of a page; the layered thought of the 
second- and third- or fourth-time reader of a novel, because re-reading gives dimension 
and intrudes on linearity; or the fingers of a reader flipping around, pausing randomly, 
for a particular quotation or chapter. As with a piece of weaving, there are many 
questions we can pose about A Dialogue on Love that aren’t about its boundaries, or the 
paths  by which it can be navigated.
In the Introduction to Touching Feeling, Sedgwick writes, 
To perceive texture is never only to ask or know What is it like? nor even just How
does it impinge on me? Textural perception always explores two other questions as
well: How did it get that way? and What could I do with it? These are the kind of 
intrinsically interactive properties that James J. Gibson called ‘affordances.’” (13) 
Dialogue includes affordances that function in a similar way to texture as described by 
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Sedgwick here. There are not many types of documents that exist in the dense 
atmosphere of confidentiality and secrecy of therapists’ notes, by far more seductive, 
frightening, and promising than medical records. Here we are given liberal but also 
limited access. I, at least, can’t help but wonder, “How did they get that way?” To read 
them feels transgressive, that they were freely, readily shared improbable in the 
extreme. Did Shannon, the books therapist, need to be persuaded by Eve either to show 
Eve the notes or to allow them to be published? Have they been expurgated, and have 
we been denied the best parts? Could I get my therapists’ notes? Would I want to? 
These questions presume an identification with the patient. For a reader with different 
identifications, different questions may come up. What prompts Sedgwick to use 
Shannon’s descriptions of certain conversations over her own? Does Eve the patient 
understand the notes differently from Sedgwick the author? Are these actually 
Shannon’s notes? All of these questions point to the composition of the book as craft, as 
a constructed thing put together with the use of hands in addition to the mind.
A Dialogue on Love includes several kinds of threads besides the formal ones. A 
reader can trace particular threads or patterns narratively, thematically, or randomly, 
for example. This sort of reading is hardly limited to this book, obviously, but the 
formally textile texture of Dialogue highlights and concretizes these possibilities.   The 
play of light and dark, open and full space on the pages of Dialogue has a thematic 
parallel. One sort of path that can be traced in the book is the opening and closing of 
space, and range of vision. In terms of setting, Dialogue is steadfastly inside, and the 
spaces get smaller, generally, as the book continues. The first location in the book is the 
waiting room, where Shannon appears coming down the stairs. Then, we’re in the 
therapy room much of the time. There are sojourns of sorts in memory, in dreams, but 
almost always these too are in rooms. In chapter 9, when Eve tries the couch, that seems
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to small-en the space further—the view of Shannon focused down to his sock-covered 
feet (181). Lying on the couch brings an awareness of the upper body and lower body as
their own entities, as if they were two cushions snugly fit into a box. A sense of 
containment and enclosure suffuses the therapy, which feels different from the 
metaphor of therapy as opening or revealing. Even in a rare outdoor scene, Shannon 
acts to fit in place what had been loose and exposed. While crossing a “shrubby border”
next to the parking lot before an appointment, Eve stumbles. When Shannon passes the 
spot a little later, Eve sees him “gather up from the pavement the clumps of pine 
mulch” she had dislodged, and watches, hidden, as he “puts it back into place, his 
hands briefly smoothing it in with the other mulch” (219). Towards the end of the book, 
Sedgwick is wearing a neck brace—an extremely snug (albeit restrictive) space of 
support and containment. Snug involves more than small, it’s also soft and cozy, which 
entails not only size, but also texture. 
As body and environmental spaces become more snug, compact, and textured, the
book’s pages become fuller, and more dense with text. The straight blocks of prose that 
take up the most space in the early pages of Dialogue give way to more and more 
sustained haiku in the middle of the book, but the stripey, ragged right lines of 
Shannon’s notes occupy more and more of the end of the book. In yet another aspect, 
the text and texture of Dialogue, materially express its narrative content. 
In A Dialogue on Love, Sedgwick includes, by way of Shannon’s paraphrase, Eve 
saying: 
RESISTANCE TO GOING BACK TO THE DIALOGUE ON LOVE PROJECT IS THAT 
PRODUCTION OF THE FIRST PERSON IS BOTH LABOR INTENSIVE AND FELT TO 
BE CONSTRAINING, THAT THERE WERE EMOTIONAL REGISTERS THAT 
WEREN’T AVAILABLE WHILE GENERATING FIRST PERSON. A TEXTURE BOOK 
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WOULDN’T NEED A FIRST PERSON, ANY MORE THAN WEAVING ITSELF DOES 
(207). 
A texture book could, however, be read. 
What could it mean to read a texture book? What would count as a texture book 
without a first person? I don’t think it would be an ordinary book that had textural 
elements, such as the perennial best-seller, pat the bunny (sic), a book for babies and 
young children that has fake bunny fur, sandpaper (“Daddy’s beard”), and other 
texture-activities for its reader/users. The pat the bunny narrator issues a rather heavy-
handed series of commands. The presumed pre-literate reader is told first to “Pat the 
bunny” and on from there. This narrator, although grammatically in the second person, 
clearly is a subjective agent who at least potentially could make a first-person 
appearance. 
A true texture book would have no narrator, no implied narrator, and no implied 
author. It would be composed with something other than authorial intention, other than
an impulse to communicate a particular meaning, or at least, these would operate in the
“middle registers of agency,” as Sedgwick has described it (Weather 83 19). If a texture 
book didn’t have a first person, it could also be free of the dualism of language itself. 
Sedgwick has spoken about “the simple dualism between the subject and the object of 
utterance. I’m not referring this time to the grammatical distinction between the subject 
and the object of a sentence – instead, to the much broader, inbuilt distinction between 
the writer or speaker on the one hand, and the reader or listener on the other" (Weather 
in Proust "Making Things" 105). It follows then, that a texture book wouldn’t have a 
clearly differentiated reading subject either. 
As much as it engages with texture, Dialogue is not purely a “texture book.” It 
19   In Touching Feeling, Sedgwick uses a similar expression, the "middle ranges of agency" (13).
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clearly has a first person, in fact at the very least two first person voices, (Eve’s and 
Shannon’s), but possibly many more (such as Eve’s parents, other family, and friends) 
depending on the scale of reference. Yet it also undoes the first person. The use of “I” or 
“we” is a clear mark of the first person voice, and in Dialogue, the author of any given 
piece of text is typographically marked. Nonetheless, there are uses of the first person in
which the “I” who is speaking is ambiguous. Frequently when Shannon’s notes include 
things Eve has said there is an implied first person which is grammatically Shannon, 
but in context is clearly Eve. In other cases, the identity of “I” may be unknowable. 
DISPLAY AND ANATOMIZATION OF WOMAN’S GENITALS THE FOCUS OF 
FANTASIES LATE TEENS AND ON—MORE LABIA AND CLITORIS THAN VAGINA
—SENSE OF DISBELIEF THAT UNDERLIES THOSE FANTASIES, THAT THOSE 
GENITALS ARE COMICAL OR UNLIKELY AND MYSTERIOUS—INSIDE/OUTSIDE, 
NEAT/SLOPPY, OPEN/CLOSED— … ALSO STRUCK WITH HOW UNRELATIONAL
THIS IS, UNPEOPLED, AND HOW I DON’T HAVE A “VOCABULARY” FOR SEXUAL
RELATIONS BETWEEN PEOPLE. (185) 
Whose vocabulary is deficient here? The sense of an individual subject has already been
frayed a good deal in this passage: the subject/object ambiguity of fantasy; the 
“anatomization” and therefore depersonalization of the genitals under consideration, as
well as their “unrelational” and “unpeopled” aspects; the binaries (“inside/outside” 
etc.) not being associated with a subject or an object. All these contribute to the 
uncertainty of the “I” when it eventually appears. An even more compact expression of 
non-first-personhood is in a prose section, therefore understood to be written by 
Sedgwick. Recounting a session, she reports: 
“As a matter of fact…” I find myself saying. “There was this dream image that 
came this morning, just as I was surfacing from sleep…” 
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“?”
“The image was of me…” (187)
The ?, presumably Shannon’s, nonetheless has no subject or object, and no grammatical 
person; strictly speaking, it doesn’t even contain a verb, although it expresses one, or a 
word of any kind; it is punctuation, a mark, without a particular referent, or even a 
sound associated with it. Because of these ambiguities, the subjects, voices, and points 
of view in Dialogue themselves cross and intersect as threads being woven. However, 
because they don’t conform to the typographical threads that designate voice and 
subject, the cloth is now like the kimono-woven scarf, with layers of weaving imbedded
within it. 
One of the most deeply embedded threads in the Dialogue material is the silent 
development of cancer in the body of Eve the patient. At the beginning of the book and 
the therapy, Eve’s treatments for breast cancer have been completed. The book (and by 
implication at least, the therapy also) ends when it is revealed that her cancer has 
metastasized to her spine, which means she will die of it (209). Within the book are 
signs, which can only be understood in retrospect, that there is cancer in Sedgwick’s 
body. The neck brace is one example; Sedgwick’s neck pain, it turns out, is a result of 
cancer. The spine is a recurring figure in Sedgwick’s dimensional work. A spine has 
some of the qualities of a weaving, and some of the qualities of a book. A spine must 
have bones, but to be functional, it also must have gaps and space. It is a distinctive 
feature of vertebrae that they can turn (the word comes from vertere, Latin: to turn). This
piece by Sedgwick (fig. 3.12), made of fabric imprinted with the image of a human spine
(possibly from a medical illustration?) emphasizes the gaps and spaces of a spine in 
several ways. First, the spine is considerably larger than life-size at approximately 5 feet
long. The diagram is divided into chunks, so in addition to the space above and below 
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vertebra, there is space above and below each unit of representation. Then, the fabric on
which the image was imprinted is sliced into many horizontal strips, which are sewn 
together with space between each one. 
Fig. 3.12. Spine image imprinted on fabric. (Sedgwick)
The curves of the spine are emphasized by the narrow width of the piece, so the cervical
and lumbar vertebrae are close to the left edge, while the thoracic curve is close to the 
right edge. The flexibility of spines is highlighted here by the flex- roll- fold- and 
crumple-ability of the piece as a whole, as well as the sense of movement that comes 
from following the serpentine path of the spine; in fact, the entire thing looks like it 
could be an expanded flip-book, animating wavy movement. Flexibility and strength 
that come from structure and space are qualities that spines, this artwork, and weaving 
have in common. This piece is also very similar in form to palm books, originally made 
from palm leaves arranged in narrow strips. Of course, a codex has a spine. 
In comparison, other works with similar subject matter do not have as strong a quality 
of being readable-as-a-book. “The Index,” by Sarah Bryant is a map-fold book that 
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expands to show an entire human skeleton. 
Fig. 3.13. “Index.” (Bryant)
The spine is a prominent part of the image, but it isn’t connected to the structure of the 
piece. The cuts and folds in the paper are entirely regular, producing a very codex-like 
arrangement where pages can be turned, but only one panel shows part of the spine in 
any detail, nor is the spine (or the entire skeleton) presented in continuous sequence or 
consistent orientation. Bryant has said: 
I wanted to print a playful project about my own body that spoke about my 
discomfort about being an anatomical creature, a woman made of parts. The book 
unfolds to my height, 5'6", and only when unfolded reveals an alphabetical list of 
every part of the female human body. 
The fully opened book shows a complete skeleton, but the emphasis is on restoring a 
whole from fragments rather than “reading” the image as text.  Indeed, there is a verbal 
text which satisfies that impulse. 
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A very different representation of the human spine is part of Annette Messager’s 
“Pénétration,” (fig. 3.14) a room-sized installation of stuffed-cloth body parts suspended
from the ceiling. Unlike her previous body-related work, this shows interior parts: 
kidneys, heart and lungs, stomach, etc. As the title suggests, “Pénétration” is meant to 
be entered (Grenier 112), so a person wandering through this piece may bump into a 
brain or brush up against intestines, setting them swinging. 
Fig. 3.14. “Pénétration.” (Messager)
The squishy textural sense of the fabric organs in near contact with a patron’s own 
organs begin to make inside and outside indistinct. The spine (while soft itself, is 
possibly the only part of the piece that does not represent soft tissue) is long and 
slender, making it particularly flexible and in that sense interactive. Like many of 
Messager’s works, it shares qualities with Sedgwick’s “In the Bardo” where headless 
bodies (stuffed shirts and sweatpants) are suspended from above. However, comparing 
this spine with Sedgwick’s palm-book spine again highlights the readableness of 
Sedgwick’s piece.  It has pages, is imprinted, and has a sequential or narrative aspect. 
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Messager’s spine and the context in which we encounter it is more like part of a 
landscape than a book. 
By weaving the story of her spine into A Dialogue on Love, Sedgwick makes her 
body a kind of textile. There is an ancient precedent for woven experience; the yogi 
Tantipa, the Senile Weaver, wrote this song of realization: 
The worldly weaver weaves warp and woof, 
While I, guided by the Guru's precepts, 
I weave the strands of my experience:
My thread is the emptiness of fivefold awareness, 
My combing stick is the Guru’s instruction, 
My loom is perfect insight into emptiness, 
And the finished fabric is the dharmakaya—
The unity of all-embracing space and the play of knowledge. 
(Dowman 100)
Tantipa associates thread and pattern with experience, and the loom with emptiness. 
This figure is also represented in more of Sedgwick’s dimensional art. 
Loom Books
Sedgwick created at least two loom books. If the “hypotheses” accordion book both 
invites and retards reading, and A Dialogue on Love affords different kinds of reading, 
the large loom book simultaneously confounds, demands, and explicates reading. If 
Sedgwick’s weaving and her book A Dialogue on Love show how the space beside and 
within a text may be read, her loom books point to the possibility of reading no-text, or 
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non-dual space itself. A “loom book” is not the same kind of thing as a “woven” book. 
A book that’s literally, mechanically woven is simple enough to envision. It could be 
strips of text woven together like a camper kid’s potholder, or something very like a 
traditional codex, but with pages made from woven material. It could embody a 
sophisticated and extremely subtle sense of weaving, as A Dialogue on Love does. 
However a loom is a tool for doing weaving. What a loom book might look like, or what 
sort of concept it is, is far from obvious. Much of Sedgwick’s dimensional work engages
strongly with the play of materials. Sedgwick has spoken about “the ways that paper, 
fabric, thread, and other supplies press back so reliably, so palpably against my efforts 
to shape them according to models I’ve conceived” (Weather 83). The fashioning of loom
books, however, was guided by an idea.  Sedgwick wanted to make something that 
would be a loom book20 and made two pieces that fulfilled that intention—at least 
sufficiently well that she designated them as “loom books." 
There are significant differences between the two loom books Sedgwick created. 
The smaller and simpler of the two is this: 
Fig 3.15. Loom book, small. (Sedgwick)
The structure of the smaller loom book (it could be held on the flat palm of a hand) has 
features in common with an accordion (Oriental fold) book. There is paper folded zig-
zag style, placed within a stiff frame. Hand-written text runs the width of the paper, 
20   Conversation, H. A. Sedgwick, 2010
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across the folds, up to and across the peak of one fold, and down and across the valley of
the next. The peaks have small holes, and through these run strings which support 
another text, printed on transparent strips that run parallel to the folds of the zig-zag 
sheet, and therefore perpendicular to the handwritten text. The folded paper reads: 
“Then my grandmother came in, and to the expansion of my constricted heart there 
opened at once an infinity of space” (Proust, Within a Budding Grove 334), a passage also 
used in several other dimensional pieces by Sedgwick. The transparent strips read: “For
with the perturbations / of memory are linked the / intermittencies of the heart” 
(Proust, Sodom and Gomorrah 211). Based on its size and relatively simpler construction, 
it appears that the smaller loom book may be a pre-cursor, or perhaps even a draft of 
the other. However that is speculative.
The conceptual difficulties of a “loom book” can be seen by contrasting Keith 
Smith’s Book 91 A String Book (Structure of the Visual Book 66) (fig. 16). Structurally, this 
book has a lot in common with tablet weaving, in which yarns are passed through a 
series of cards that are turned in specific ways to produce a pattern. It also evokes the 
“shared prehistory of fabric looms and stringed musical instruments,” (Weather in 
Proust “Making Things” 113) and in fact produces sounds as the pages are turned and 
the strings are “bowed” by the paper they are passing through. 
Fig. 3.16. Book 91 A String Book. (Smith)
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Clearly related to language, and to an expanded sense of what a “book” can be, Smith’s 
String book is nevertheless more to be seen and heard than it is to be “read.” 
Sedgwick's other loom book (fig. 3.17) is much larger, clearly a desktop model not 
a portable, (approx. 1x2 feet at the base, and 2 inches high) and has a more complex 
structure. Like A Dialogue on Love, the loom book combines serif and san serif typefaces, 
and upper and lower case text with all capital text, and left, right, and center alignment. 
Like the hypotheses and atmosphere art books, it also makes use of richly textured 
materials combined in layers. Unlike these, however, it also makes use of large areas of 
three-dimensional open space. 
Fig. 3.17. Loom book, large. (Sedgwick)








Above and perpendicular to this is, printed on transparent strips that are suspended 
about two inches above, there is text that reads: 
IT IS, NO DOUBT, THE EXISTENCE OF
OUR BODY THAT INDUCES US TO
SUPPOSE THAT ALL OUR INNER RICHES ARE PERPETUALLY IN OUR
POSSESSION
Also on transparent strips at the upper level, but facing 180º around, is text that reads: 
IN ANY CASE IF THEY REMAIN
WITHIN US FOR MOST OF
THE TIME IT IS IN
AN UNKNOWN REGION
At right angles to these, also at the upper level, are more transparent strips interwoven 
at intervals. They read: “as if a vase enclosing our spiritual nature,” “our past joys, all 
our sorrows,” “perhaps it is equally inexact to suppose that they escape or return.” The 
strips of text are literally woven—passing above and below one another, and above and
below warp and woof yarns. A schematic presentation of the words of the loom book 
(fig. 18) may clarify: 
100
Fig. 3.18. Schematic of loom book text. (Meyerhoff)
The text comes from the following passage, although Sedgwick made a few changes, 
shown in brackets. The sections she used are underlined: 
No matter at what moment we consider it, our total soul has only a more or less 
fictitious value, in spite of the rich inventory of its assets, for now some, now 
others, are unrealisable, whether they are real riches or those of the imagination—
in my own case, for example, not only the ancient name of Guermantes but those, 
immeasurably graver, of the true memories of my grandmother. For with the 
perturbations of memory are linked the intermittencies of the heart. It is, no doubt,
the existence of our body, which we may compare to a vase enclosing our spiritual
nature, that induces us to suppose that all our inner wealth [riches], our past joys, 
all our sorrows, are perpetually in our possession. Perhaps it is equally inexact to 
suppose that they escape or return. In any case, if they remain within us, for most 
of the time it is in an unknown region where they are of no use to us, and where 
even the most ordinary are crowded out by memories of a different kind, which 
preclude any simultaneous occurrence of them in our consciousness (Proust Sodom
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and Gomorrah 211). 
Sedgwick has elided some passages, but she has also changed the order of some that 
she uses. For example, “a vase enclosing our spiritual nature” and “our past joys, all our
sorrows,” are used, but on their own. They don’t appear in the section of the loom book 
that reads, “it is, no doubt, the existence of our body that induces us to suppose that all 
our inner riches are perpetually in our possession,” which is the original context for 
those clauses. 
This loom book creates a wide range of affordances for reading. It is not possible 
to read the large loom book as one might an ordinary codex. To take in the full text, 
memory is engaged more than usual, since the fragments must be assembled in the 
reader’s mind. A reader’s body is also engaged to an unusual degree, in particular, 
large muscle groups, often dormant during reading, must be used to either turn the 
book, or the body of the reader so that all planes and orientations where text is present 
may be seen. Perturbations and intermittencies are inevitably a part of reading this 
book, both because of the fragmentary text, and the delicate construction. (When 
examining the loom book in person, even as I wanted to reach into it, I was afraid that a 
clumsy move or an unexpected cough might damage it.) As used here, the words 
“intermittency” and “perturbation” place the emphasis on gap, on what isn’t present, 
drawing focus to the ripples instead of the reflection. Of particular importance to the 
loom book is the figure of the vessel that has within it something of great value—our 
spiritual nature, our inner riches. A loom is a sort of vessel for weaving, but one that is 
different from a vase. The space a loom offers for cloth is more like “an unknown 
region,” in that it is only in places where the loom is not that weaving can be created. 
So what, then, is the loom in this book, and what is the material woven on the 
loom?  If the written material is the woven part of this piece, then perhaps the “loom”—
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the book itself—has no verbal text. The loom book might be just the wooden frame. 
Where Dialogue has white space, this loom book has empty space in, at a minimum, 
three dimensions, space between parts of the text in all directions, and space within the 
text. 
Because a loom is a tool, the loom book offers an implicit invitation to use it. The 
divided, selected and reordered text, as well as the open spaces between texts, suggests 
that more can perhaps be added. Is the material that’s being woven on the loom 
complete? Should it be continued, and if so, is there a pattern to be followed?  Who is 
responsible for what this material will say? Does it have an author, or will it?
Another one of Sedgwick’s dimensional pieces offers a useful comparison. This 
“adjective game,” (fig. 19) made of hand-made paper, clay matrix, and velcro fasteners, 
unfolds as a triptych. In the center panel is a passage from Proust, but with gaps 
throughout the text where words—adjectives and the adjectival parts of adverbs—are 
missing. The right panel is a storage area for individual words that can be placed in the 
gaps, so the adjectives and adverbs, and the nouns and verbs they modify, can be 
swapped around. 
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Fig. 3.19. “Adjective Game.” (Sedgwick)
The left panel has the complete original text. The passage is from Within a Budding Grove,
shown here with the missing/moveable words underlined: 
I suddenly discerned at my feet, crouching among the rocks for protection against 
the heat, the marine goddesses for whom Elstir had lain in wait and whom he had 
surprised there, beneath a dark glaze as lovely as Leonardo would have painted, 
the marvellous shadows, sheltering furtively, nimble and silent, ready at the first 
glimmer of light to slip behind the stone, to hide in a cranny, and prompt, once the
menacing ray had passed, to return to the rock or the seaweed over whose torpid 
slumbers they seemed to be keeping vigil beneath the sun that crumbled the cliffs 
and the etiolated ocean, motionless lightfoot guardians darkening the water’s 
surface with their viscous bodies and the attentive gaze of their deep blue eyes. (II,
689)
The adjective book is a beautiful type of Mad Libs. Before any changes have been made, 
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the book presents several reading options. Reading each panel as it is are three reading 
choices. Reading the center text without filling in any of the gaps is another. And of 
course reading just the movable words, which stand up from the surface of the book 
because they’re backed by velcro, is one more. 
By choosing a reading path, the user is already engaged in an act of composition, 
but the book invites you to go much further. The words that are available to be inserted 
are not identical to those from the original text; in addition to the original words, the 













These new textual bits allow for quite extraordinary phrases to manifest. For example, 
in the photo above we can find, “beneath a viscous glaze … the bearded shadows, 
sheltering moistly, furtive and menacing…”. But just as easily, hyacinthine shadows 
could be sheltering abstractedly, or attentive shadows might be sheltering frothingly. 
This piece manifestly invites, comfortingly, acts of composition, interpretation and
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textual play, and provides a clear and laughably easy-to-use platform for doing so. A 
person using the adjective book might be described as a reader, writer, gamer, 
composer, operator, player, and so on with equal accuracy. In response to hesitant or 
fearful questions about textual play (Can I change someone else’s words? Is it 
plagiarism, sacrilege, ethical? Is my interpretation correct? Interesting? Embarrassing? 
Are all words, any words, actually mine to use? Am I stupid? May I have fun with art, 
and canonical literature at that? Is this my composition? How high is my brow? Is this 
work or play? This piece calls out, “Come in! The water’s fine.” 
In contrast, the “perturbations” loom book, with its conspicuous third dimension, 
and large areas of open, unstructured, and undefined space affords even more extensive
additions or changes. The adjective book blurs the distinction between reading and 
writing. The loom book ambiguates writing, reading, making, weaving. What kinds of 
reading does open space, manifestly free of text, afford? Sedgwick has referred to the 
Dalai Lama’s teachings on the Buddhist notion of emptiness as “like the empty space on
the inside of a bell—emptiness not blank, but vibrant and gravid with subtle energy, 
potential, and arising” (Weather 79, note 3), and this seems like a perfect description of 
the charged space of the loom book. A loom is everything in the device that isn’t cloth, 
and it can only work when the parts which are present are a small fraction of the whole.
It is in the empty space that the textile-weaving function occurs. From this point of 
view, empty space is the main part of the loom book, and the words near-incidental, the
loom that invites our attention to the real text of the book, which is nothing at all. 
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Chapter 4: Making: An Experiment In Form and Agency
Introduction
If chapter one tracks Sedgwick’s affordances to write, and chapter two maps 
affordances for reading in Sedgwick’s dimensional work, this chapter is meant to 
explore affordances for making, and for working in the “middle ranges of agency,” 
where the maker is not fully responsible for what or how a thing is made. The form of 
the chapter is an experiment using techniques from combinatoric mathematics (for 
additional information, see below), and was initially inspired by the shifting 
juxtapositions hexaflexagons produce. (See below and appendix for explanations of 
hexaflexagons.) Although it is not its main subject, Eve Sedgwick's groundbreaking 
course “How To Do Things With Words and Other Materials” is the clear and 
necessary background for the chapter. Besides allowing the incorporation of diverse 
subjects which would not likely submit to standard linear exposition, the use of 
combinatorics here limits the writer's agency in choosing both subject matter and its 
organization. I want to use the affordances of these forms to bring together material 
from many attempts at a chapter three, which, as Sedgwick put it in another context, 
"refused to become a linear structure" (Touching Feeling 1). 
Eve Sedgwick's graduate-level course, “How to Do Things with Words and 
Other Materials,” was offered at the City University of New York Graduate Center 
three times in slightly different iterations. In it, doctoral students made their own 
textual/dimensional work. The course name is a clear reference to the seminal text on 
performative language, J.L. Austin's How To Do Things With Words. In the course 
Sedgwick brought to the fore again and again aspects of language that were, or could 
be, embodied--the overlapping, intertwining, or fuzzy boundaries of text and materials. 
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For this chapter, I make use of that textual/material interplay. As described in the 
syllabus, the course is:
an experimental seminar/studio workshop in which participants will think 
about and practice a variety of ways of combining written text with other visual 
media. Roughly speaking, the ‘artist’s book’ will be our subject, but we will also 
consider comics and graphic novels, mail art, graffiti, broadsides, playing cards, 
and other genres that make unconventional use of the materiality of both the 
written word and its support. (EKS.net)
In this class, Sedgwick and her students worked with paper, textiles, yarns and other 
physical materials in textually inflected ways. It was recognizable as a graduate 
seminar in the sense that there were readings, discussions, etc. but it had a studio 
component also, which is quite unusual for advanced study in English. Quoting from 
the syllabus again: 
participants will work on creating a portfolio of works in various formats and 
materials, each exploring different aspects of the complex relations among 
language, materiality, and visuality…. Participants must be interested in doing 
art as well as looking at and thinking about it, but need not be experienced in the
use of materials. (EKS.net)
One of the earliest assignments in the “Words and Materials” class was making 
hexaflexagons. Hexaflexagons operate in the middle ranges of the agency of making. 
Working a hexaflexagon, newly revealed displays seem mysterious, especially when, as
was the case for Sedgwick’s students, you have made the device yourself. You know 
everything that went into it, yet unexpected things come out of it. It is strange to find 
the design you made in one orientation appear with the part of the image you placed in
the center now reoriented to the outer edge. Finding a blank face after, surely, you had 
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decorated all of them, is unnerving. Then it happens a second time, and it's downright 
spooky.  Sedgwick said she preferred to think of the faces’ appearance as random, and 
it easy to experience them that way. The experience of randomness is intensified 
because some hexaflexagon faces are less likely to appear and more difficult to find 
than others. 
Sedgwick referred to hexaflexagons as books, and indeed it is possible to create a
narrative with the different faces. However, even without intentionally creating a 
narrative flow, there is a sense of progress and later revelation that is part of using any 
hexaflexagon; the sequence is both complex and essentially fixed.  They can also serve 
as a potent metaphor for reading and writing ― with a range of easily accessible, but 
not easily controllable, meanings, enfolding more obscure, deeper meanings. As an 
example of inside/outside dynamics hexaflexagons offer ambiguity and paradox, or 
you could say, a fractal dimensionality, complicating the idea of text/subtext.  
“Deeper” can be understood literally here. There is a drama of layers of triangles 
beneath the exposed surfaces of a hexaflexagon. The “writer” of a hexaflexagon cannot 
direct a single sequence for “reading.” They must accommodate the material 
boundaries of the piece.
As a way of incorporating some of these affective and haptic qualities, I have 
used combinatorics to make random-like couplings of different topics. The field of 
combinatorics examines the ways in which discrete units can be counted. It is the 
mathematical study of “selecting, arranging, constructing, classifying, and counting or 
listing things” (Wilson 1). It can be used for analyzing all possible movements of a 
chess piece, identifying the optimum denominations for coins and notes in a currency, 
or calculating poker odds, among many other applications. Here, I am using 
combinatorics quite simply. Having specified five broad topics, I match each one with 
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each one of the others. The resulting couplings are counted as combinations rather than
permutations. That is, AB and BA are considered the same; there is no sequence within 
each coupling. Although it turns out that the total number of combinations of five 
topics into duos is 10, and it also happens that 5 x 2 = 10, most combinations produce 
non-intuitive results. For example, the number of duos from four items is six (AB, AC, 
AD, BC, BD, CD), and the number of trios from four items is four (ABC, ABD, ACD, 
BDC). I mention this to underscore the arbitrariness of the couplings I use here; 
otherwise they might seem determined and orderly when I want them to feel random.  
As H.A. Sedgwick, who suggested to me the idea of using combinatorics, more 
precisely expressed it, although the number of duos and trios “is mathematically 
determined and exactly calculable…in a sense there’s no structure there because… 
everything is being combined with everything.”  He further observed that “this implies 
a hidden structure that limits what can be done, permitting or forbidding certain 
combinations, as happens in hexaflexagons.”  Using combinatorics hugely simplified 
the project of giving this chapter some flexagon-like structure. For a time I even 
considered inscribing independent sections of the chapter on the triangles of an 
enormous physical hexaflexagon. Perhaps another time. 
I have picked five broad subjects to couple combinatorialy.  The sequence for 
reading the sections is meant to be random. To avoid suggesting a sequence, hierarchy, 
or proximity, I use shape and color rather than letters or numbers to designate the 
subjects in the sections of the chapter. A reader can expect some repetition in different 
sections, statements in one that may be contradicted in another, and textual looseness in
many places.  Furthermore, I consider it optional for a reader to track what subjects are 
being discussed in any section. For the purposes of duplication and distribution, this 
document has standard letter-size pages in numbered sequence, but the true chapter is 
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one where each section is its own hand-stitched fascicle made of paper with an 
intriguing texture.  The broad topics and their symbols are: 
Materials - Body - Crafts – Texture –
Touch – Making
Buddhism - Afterlife – Spirit
Writing - Paper and Pen - Word 
Processors
Impermanence - Death - Medicine -
Absence - Negation - Refusal -
Emptiness – Nothing
The symbols could be arbitrary, but I am using colors that are roughly related to 
the Five Buddha Families also known as the Five Wisdoms (except that white is 
represented here by black with a hole). They don’t have an intrinsic relationship 
to my topics but there are five of both, and they seemed congenially mappable to
one another. Each family has styles or flavors of energy that have both 
enlightened and degraded aspects.  Also, the Five Wisdom Energies where 
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employed by my Buddhist teacher, Chogyam Trungpa, to create practices that 
could be done by people who were too mentally or emotionally unsettled to 
practice traditional mindfulness meditation. The styles are evoked by using 
"maitri rooms" (MYtree, loving kindness), each painted in one of the five colors 
with a window cut in a particular shape for that family. The shapes of the 
symbols I made are roughly based on the maitri room windows. When using the
rooms, there is also a specific posture for the practitioner to adopt inside each 
one.  Very briefly, the energies are: 
Family Color Wisdom Qualities
 Ratna (RAHTna) Yellow  Richness, substance, expansive, resourceful
 Karma Green  Action, efficacious, accomplishment
 Vajra (VAHJrah)  Blue  Intellect, precision, insight
 Padma (PAHDmah)  Red  Warm, compassion, communication
 Buddha  White  Spacious, patience, calm
I became a Buddhist student and practitioner in 1977. Although here I refer to 
my own understanding of Buddhist teachings, I offer this caveat: At a large 
panel on Science and Literature in a long-ago MLA, the best presentation was 
from an ex-scientist now-professor of literature. He said that naturally, when 
scientists discuss literature, we shouldn’t believe them. But he also said that 
when they discuss science we shouldn’t believe them either. Although it might 
sound odd, he pointed out that within our own field we don’t take the 
conclusions of others on faith, nor do scientists in their fields. Furthermore, 
extremely smart and accomplished scientists have been impressively wrong 
about some things. With that in mind, please, let us accept the scientific 
consensus on climate change, but when it comes to my own expertise on 
Buddhist teachings, I recall the advice of my teacher: “Don’t believe everything 
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you think.”  
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Because Sedgwick almost always associates her intensified practice as a visual 
and textile artist with the recurrence of her cancer (Weather 69 and elsewhere), 
and because at that time she did not expect to live three more years (70), we can 
make sense of this combination -- diagnosis and making things -- as a way to, as 
she aptly says, "wrap my mind around the reality of death" (70). Clearly this is 
not the sort of crafting-as-distraction one might be offered in a hospital. What 
ties together dying and making is their affordances for a comforting, relaxed 
state of non-being.
In “Making Things and Practicing Emptiness” and in other essays, 
Sedgwick entwines her interests in Buddhism and making with the recurrence 
of her cancer, but the desire for non-being long precedes her second and first 
cancer diagnoses. In her teens and into her twenties, Sedgwick had thoughts of 
suicide that were:
a wish not to be,  
an aggression against the 
living, a message:
far as I can tell 
I meant to message death had 
words to deliver
Meant no violence 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to others' lives. Simply this. 
The wish not to be.     (Dialogue 18)    
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Buddhists are not People of the Book. Like Jesus, Muhammad, and other 
foundational teachers of the major religions, Buddha spoke, not wrote, what he 
taught. Like the teachings of Jesus and Muhammad, at some point they were 
collected and set in print. However, the passing on of the Buddha’s teachings 
remain to this day fundamentally an oral affair. “Direct oral transmission” is 
how the authentic Buddhist teachings are acquired, from a living teacher who 
themselves have received direct transmission from their teacher.  It is said that 
this is an unbroken tradition going right back to the Buddha himself. (Although 
historians have reason for skepticism, since there are links in that lineal chain 
that don’t pass empirical muster, at least according to the current state science.)  
Even the print form of what the Buddha taught (sutras - SOO-trahs), begin with 
a reference to spoken source.  "Thus have I heard..." is the standard rendition in 
English of how the Pali and Sanskrit sutras begin. The "I" is the Buddha's 
attendant Ananda (ah-NAHN-dah) who, although not considered a particularly 
bright student, had heard all of Buddha’s teachings by virtue of his position. The
origin story is that after the Buddha’s death, his students gather in part for the 
purpose of collecting all of the Buddha’s teachings, and Ananda recites each talk
to them, hence, "Thus have I heard..." It is a formula that underscores both the 
oral origins and the not-direct-from-Buddha status of the words that follow, as 
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well as the oral circumstances of their being collected.  And today, the great 
majority of books by Buddhist teachers are edited version of talks they have 
given. 
I contemplate the not-written basis of Buddhist teachings in the context of
Eve Sedgwick’s trio of emerging interests and concerns: cancer, making, and 
Buddhism. She is always explicit in not specifying which came first, and her 
firm conviction that they were deeply related, while the nature of the connection
is never specified. Surely this combination of assertion without explanation is an
invitation to speculate. 
Therefore: Could it be that for Sedgwick, to not exist is to not write. If she 
is to prepare herself for an end of her writing, that is, the end of her life, she 
looks not only to a tradition that offers practical advice for how to die, but one 
that at the same time exists at its heart in the quasi-nonmaterial realm of sound. 
That consciousness continues after death is traditional Buddhist doctrine. 
Furthermore, it is said that hearing is the last of the senses to fail as a person 
dies. It is for this reason that the The Great Liberation through Hearing in the Bardo 
(more commonly known as The Tibetan Book of the Dead – a wholly fabricated 
misnomer) is read aloud to Buddhist practitioners who are dying. It is a set of 
instructions for achieving liberation during the volatile intermediate state 
between death and birth. 
Sedgwick told her student Greg Mercurio that she had never been in a 
situation, no matter how bad, that she couldn’t write her way out of.  I picture 
fuzzily Sedgwick anticipating the dissolution of her spine/pen. She begins to 
rehearse consciousness without a body, without the means to write. Will it be 




     
Page/Unpage
I feel a tenderness for the left-hand page. Necessarily, structurally, it comes 
second in all left-bound volumes.  The Oxford English Dictionary says verso is 
"the back of a leaf in a manuscript or printed book." By definition, the left-hand 
page is that which is not the recto; it is merely its reverse. Sinister. 
If a page is to be blank, that blank page will surely be on the left side. 
An advertisement placed on a right-hand magazine page is costlier 
because it is more noticed. The recto is privileged, undoubtedly present, bold; 
the verso lesser, that which is turned over, pale, passed, fading before it has 
fully manifested, past. 
Cruelly, verso is the Latin ablative singular neuter of versus.  However, it is 
also the past participle of vertĕre, to turn, therefore to me reminiscent of queer, 
as excavated by Sedgwick in Tendencies: 
The word “queer” itself means across —it comes from the Indo-European 
root -twerkw, which also yields the German quer (transverse), Latin torquere 
(to twist), English athwart. (viii)
Written Dewritten 
Do you remember the bewildering shock of losing a not-saved computer file -- 
there, and then gone! Forty minutes of writing vanish in an instant. Great 
writing of course. The best writing ever. It was right there, plainly visible, 
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apparently stable. Then nothing. Where did it go? Where had it been? How could
this happen? Can you recall how odd it felt? Uncanny. Bordering on the 
supernatural.  As if an ink-marked sheet of paper in your typewriter chemically 
sublimed, turned into a puff of vapor. Auto-save inoculates us now from this 
horror. 
Yet how demanding a screen is, grabbing at your attention like a toddler 
snatching Cheerios, and all the while a blinking cursor rushes you, barely letting
you think, let alone muse, ruminate, or forcefully stab and slice our ideas into 
words. 
                                                               
 Fig. 4.1. Author Jessie Litchfiel, musing. (Northern Territory Library, Australia)  
Fig. 4.2. MS-DOS directory. (©Tony Webster, CC BY 2.0)             
But too, note how sensorially deficient screens are, even though they are often 
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regarded as flooding the senses. Yes, computer input can feel over-stimulating, 
Fig. 4.3. Only connect: A tiny sample of possible detours.  (Microsoft)
but this is the result of jacking up a small number of limited sensations while 
most others are completely un-utilized. Where is the heft of a pen? The frictiony 
glide of a Blackwing pencil, “Half the pressure. Twice the speed.”? The bumpy 
surface of onion skin or the pale turquoise lines of college-ruled loose-leaf? 
These are clichés, but still. 
There are differences between electronic documents and paper ones which 
show that the affordances of text itself are changed by the kind of stuff that 
constitutes it. A text of ink on paper, dye on cloth, bytes on a disk or pixels on a 
screen can and can not do quite different things. If the activities of the “Words 
and Materials” class collect near one end of a text-affordances spoke, then 
current word processors are at the end of another, far distant spoke. Consider 
Sedgwick’s tshirt-essay: “Know your asshole,” showing a person’s rear end and 
the face of Jesse Helms, followed by, “One deserves pleasure and respect” with 
an arrow pointing at the butt (Pellegrini). There is no way it works half as well 
made into a bumper-sticker, published in a book or journal, or xeroxed as a flier,
and so on. They can’t seem to hold the meaning properly. 
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A lose-lose agency bind: Can’t take responsibility. Must take the blame. 
In “Making Things, Practicing Emptiness,” Sedgwick describes her “peculiar 
relation to writing, where (at least to a no doubt very eccentric idea of 
perfection) I’m an insane perfectionist—to a degree that amounts to endless self-
punishment (Weather 79). Microsoft Word is an insane perfectionist as well, but 
a petty, malevolent, remorseless, intolerant and very, very stupid one. It 
instantly shouts out attention to errors, regardless of whether they are trivial or 
major, or even if they actually are errors. Informal note-makers, rough-drafters, 
style polishers, or eagle-eyed copyeditors are equally shamed as spelling, 
grammar, capitalization and punctuation, or one space following another, are 
intrusively marked out. If a user is stubborn enough to ignore the jagged red 
and green lines that appear on the screen, Word is so arrogant that it will even 
replace some user-made keystrokes. Doesn’t ask. Just supplants your character 
with its own. But it can be absurdly wrong about some things. Elaborate trickery
is required to produce a proper apostrophe at the beginning of a word. MS 
Word practically insists on a single open quotation mark instead. Telephone can 
be shortened to ’phone instead of ‘phone, but it requires a finicky multi-step 
process.  Meanwhile, Word never has one nice thing to say about anyone’s 
writing ever. The best you can hope for is silence. 
A wordprocessor requires that one function at the extremes of agency.  
There is so very little that one is allowed to do in comparison with cloth or paper
or mud; one must conform to every restriction of its interface.  There are no 
stray marks. Every character is there or not there because of actions one has 
taken or not taken. Everything is one’s own fault. There is no “draft”iness. Nor 
is there an end-point when a text is out of one’s hands. Each sentence, word, 
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letter, and punctuation mark is always each time as refined and finalized, and 
simultaneously as alterable and temporary, as any other. 
Empty Holes
"Empty Holes” is a moving, evocative piece made by Alan Durgin in Sedgwick's
first “Words and Materials” class.  White underpants, crisp and new. Encircling 
the leg openings in black marker, the hand-written words, "EMPTY HOLES." 
Around the waist, woven into the elastic band in pale gray, the brand name, 
2(X)IST. 
I imagine waking from an intensely vivid sweaty sex dream, uncertain in 
semi-consciousness if it had really happened. Finding these unfamiliar briefs 
among the bedsheets, handling them, looking at them, I would know for certain 
it had not. 
(Alan, if I've misremembered or misrepresented your work, you have my 
apologies, and I have empty holes.)
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Breast Cancer
Some of Eve Sedgwick’s least-known published writing is in MAMM, a trade 
magazine for people with breast cancer. She wrote a regular Q&A column as well as 
other articles. The name of the column telegraphs that Sedgwick’s approach will be 
unconventional: “Off My Chest.” It chimes with A. M. Rosenthal’s long-running op-ed
column in The New York Times called “On My Mind” (parodied by Spy magazine as 
“Out of My Mind”). It is also a radical repositioning of how losing a breast might be 
experienced. To get something off one’s chest is a relief, an unburdening. It might be 
followed by a contented sigh. Even if a reader doesn’t share that experience, the title 
still offers black humor and the vital pleasures it can bring. 
In each column, Sedgwick addresses a question which, because of lack of reader 
participation, Sedgwick wrote herself.  But her responses not only address the 
question, they typically reframe the entire topic in ways that open up possibilities of 
feeling and thought. 
In “Hair and Now,” one of her MAMM columns (28), Sedgwick examines the 
horror of hair loss as part of cancer treatment. The question comes from “Phyllis W.” 
(although written by Sedgwick) who is not only “freaked” about her upcoming hair 
loss, but also “freaked about being freaked” since “after all, it’s just a matter of vanity”
(28).  Here is a queer cancer patient. She’s supposed to be worried about her disease, 
her possible death, her loved ones, the effectiveness of planned treatment, if her body 
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will be ugly after surgery, or a dozen other things before she gets around to worrying 
about the temporary loss of her hair. She clearly knows her concerns are out of 
bounds, because she denigrates them as vain, with the implication also that they are 
foolish. Indeed, it is a wonder to me that it was possible to actually feel such feelings, 
to understand that one might mourn the short-term shedding of hair more than the 
irrevocable severing of a breast. 
Sedgwick has already cleared an area for such feelings simply by posing and 
publishing the question.  In her response, she immediately expands and fortifies that 
space, assuring “Phyllis W.” that she “wouldn’t believe how large the specter of hair 
loss looms for many women with cancer,” while acknowledging that “it does seem 
weirdly disproportionate” (28). You are not alone in your dread of hair loss, nor in 
being uncomfortable with having that feeling.  These aren’t only nameless others, but 
includes Sedgwick in particular, who writes that “I think the most desolate tears I’ve 
ever shed about having cancer came the night my hair started falling out” (28).  
Then Sedgwick goes on to catalog many reasons why losing hair can indeed be a 
trauma, from the evidence of middle-aged men who find pattern baldness “a big 
psychological challenge, and that's without including illness or gender-bending into 
the mix” to the women in France who, accused of collaborating with Nazis, were 
humiliated by having their heads shaved. Citing “shiny-pated aliens” and the 
association of hair loss with “cold-war imagery of atomic warfare and radiation 
sickness,” Sedgwick says that “baldness often represents the very limit of what counts 
as human” (28).  The parade of evidence Sedgwick offers makes it no longer seem 
strange that losing your hair could be a deep trauma. 
For all this, Sedgwick ends on an optimistic note. After sharing some practical 
advice about preparing for hair loss and coping with it once it comes, she assures her 
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readers that when it’s over, “you’ll learn an amazing truth: Chemo veterans never 
have a bad hair day.” 
Interestingly, “Hair and Now” was not part of Sedgwick’s contribution to the 
anthology Extremities: Trauma, Testimony and Community (Miller and Tougow), 
although it would have made an easy fit. Instead, four other “Off My Chest” columns, 
that don’t seem as focused on trauma were included: “Fat or Thin? Can’t Win,” “The 
Punitive Phantom: Getting a Better Handle on Self Blame,” “Comfort Cushion: 
Softening Pain with Perspective,” and “I Got It Good…And That Ain’t Bad.” They 
strike me as surprisingly glass-half-full selections for this particular topic. 
The Early and Late Years
Sedgwick made experiences of illness and death a major theme in her work. Her 
dissertation (like the book version) included a chapter called “Language as Live 
Burial.” She was engaged in AIDS theorizing and activism, thinking that in retrospect 
may have foreshadowed ways of relating to her illnesses. Her writing on cancer, its 
metastasis, and the contemplation of her own death takes us in many directions. In 
“Pedagogy of Buddhism,” the concluding essay in Touching Feeling, Sedgwick writes, 
“my interest in the Buddhist literature of death and dying proved inextricable […] 
from an identification with pedagogical passions and antinomies that recur 
throughout the Mahayana traditions” (156). The now-familiar trio of crafts, Buddhism 
and the re-occurrence of cancer take a turn to pedagogy.  Death is widely regarded as 
a stern but brilliant pedagogue; later in the same essay, Sedgwick comments, “as 
advertised, it does concentrate the mind wonderfully” (173-4). 
Morbid 
Sedgwick’s interest in death and illness long preceded her diagnosis with breast 
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cancer, and also her engagement with the AIDS crisis. She once told me that when she 
first got her driver’s license (at 16, I believe), she had the thought that driving was 
probably the most likely way (or only possible way?) she would ever kill someone. 
She was already “morbid,” as she described it. The cool pragmatic tone of Sedgwick’s 
observation is striking. It is a common variety or ordinary truth, and because it 
involves violent death, it has its own intensity, but it’s not the high-pitched anxiety of 
a dramatizing excited teenager. Death interested Sedgwick. 
In Dialogue she writes: 
Have I ever been suicidal? …There was that stretch of years—my teens, my 
twenties—when, hour after hour, the thought of it was constantly with me, and I 
gave myself many a fine old scare with it. No, I truly never even think about it 
now. (18)
She spoke about her diagnosis as one reason thoughts of death and suicide became 
less frequent for her—that it was being taken care of, in a sense, and didn’t require her 
constant attention.  “That’s enough. You can stop now” is a formula that appears 
several times in Dialogue. Sedgwick glosses it as: That’s enough hurting; you can stop 
living now (69). 
That’s enough; you can stop now. 
…a scenario: a kid getting a bit hyper, showing off, talking loud, acting 
funny or something, who is—no, not told to cut it out—but, instead, 
rebuked (deliberately or absent-mindedly) by being, after a certain point, 
ignored. 
So the kid is somehow stuck in this behavior without having anyone to let 
them know: that’s enough, you can stop now (69-70). 
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SHE WAITS FOR SOMEONE TO TELL HER SHE CAN “STOP NOW”—
E.G., DIE. (220)
Often Sedgwick’s considerations on death and illness are made in the context of the 
dissolution or non-existence of the self and its relations, with particular attention to 
the advantages of not being.  
a wish not to be. 
an aggression against the
living, a message: 
far as I can tell
I meant no message death had
the words to deliver. 
Meant no violence
to others’ lives. Simply this. 
The wish not to be. (18)
Sedgwick’s performance of possible relationships with death is perhaps her 
most generous affordancing move. Permission for a queer death. Let your freak 
flag die. 
128
From the title onward, in "Making Things, Practicing Emptiness," Sedgwick 
firmly links "making things" with nondualism, emptiness, and a particular sense 
of non-being. She describes her fingers as "hungry to be handling a reality, a 
beauty, that wasn't myself, wasn't any self, and didn't want to be" (Weather 75). 
In a sense, the beauty and reality she describes is something which is not her, is a
thing she has in her hands, is something she is feeding her fingers with, and the 
reality and beauty also is her. She wants a self that isn't herself or any self.  
Is it a paradox? A solidly embodied self -- hands stroking silk, fingers 
digging into clay -- undoubtedly exists, robustly, is real. The anesthetized, de-
bodied, lax, indolent or musing self is dissolving, fading. Yes? Yet, also in 
"Making Things": "the craft aspect of art making--or more simply put of thing 
making--does seem (doesn't it?) to be an exceptionally fruitful place for 
exploring ... middle ranges of agency" (79). 
I am reminded of what the Vietnamese zen priest Thich Nhat Hahn said, 
more or less, about what he calls "inter-being": a flower has in it everything that 
is not a flower -- sunshine, clouds, molecules from someone's lunch 47 years ago.
Everything is in the flower but the flower. And I think of the texture book in 
Dialogue: "a texture book wouldn't need a first person at all, any more than 
weaving itself does” (207). Here I want an equivalent to one of Sedgwick's lists, 
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ranges of sexuality from Epistemology (25), but for selves:
  To some people, the nimbus of “the self” seems scarcely to extend beyond 
the boundaries of discrete physical acts; to others, it enfolds them loosely 
or floats virtually free of of them.
  Some people have a lot of self, others little. 
  Many people have their richest mental/emotional involvement with a self 
or selves that are not them, nor would they even want to be them. 
  For some people the possibility of a bad self is aversive enough that their 
lives are strongly marked by its avoidance; for others, it isn't. 
And so on. And what this list would show, if it existed for real, is that a seeming 
paradox of a body empty of a solid self, and a solid self without a body, are only 




A pleasing benefit of Sedgwick's approach in the “Words and Materials” class 
was that writers were afforded some of the same freedoms and useful 
constraints as haptic creators such as painters or whittlers. In a time when 
writing with a wordprocessor is standard practice, what affordances of paper are
lost or obscured in electronic composition, and how can we regain an embodied, 
tactile sense of process? 
The infinite mutability of writing is famously problematic for writers. A 
question about which word to use, the structure of sentences, how to order 
paragraphs, or even how to begin can check a writer for an hour, or decades. 
Furthermore, no choice is final, so every settled question can be reopened at any 
time. Which is not to say that creators in any realm can’t find themselves frozen 
and unable to act, or enthralled by unending modifications. But still. 
The expression “writer’s block,” referring to an inability to write, is 
common; “sculptor’s block,” is more likely to refer to a material than a state of 
mind. This difference is engaged with the physicality of a not-writer’s work. A 
splash of color on a canvas or the shape of a chunk of clay are, or can be, already 
works in progress. They do not require a purposeful or conscious act by a maker.
This is not a manner of beginning to write, even as free-writing techniques and 
“morning pages” exercises try to bring a bit of that spontaneous non-agency to 
the process of writing. However if, rather than seeing text and its material 
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support as distinct, they are mutually engaged, as Sedgwick’s course demanded,
then any material potentially “speaks” to an ante-writer while a blank page or 
blinking cursor are mute. 
Writing on underpants (as an example) entails strong restraints, and 
potentially an extremely low-stakes starting point.  Let’s say the author thinks of 
any word, and writes it down. Any word placed anywhere could be a legitimate,
useful beginning.  Just as any mark made on a blank canvas can begin to 
structure and advance visual work, any mark on a brief (as a proto-text support) 
similarly structures and advances the text being written. Some options have 
been foreclosed, and a start has already been made, so the beginnings of a path 
are there. 
It’s a different experience from the infinitely editable text of ordinary 
writing procedures, where the various possible supports are incidental to the 
text. Wrong word? Cross it out. Have you written a paragraph which turns out 
to be unnecessary? Put a slash through it; it’s gone. Change your mind? No 
problem! Put them back, but… maybe just a bit different. The almost-unending 
tentativeness of regular writing means that a text or any part of it can be 
changed, struck, placed elsewhere, reconsidered, ad infinitum. You may have 
begun (or added to, or completed) an essay (for example), or you may have 
taken steps which all will have to be retraced from the beginning. The text of an 
electronic document takes this even further. The “support” for the text has no 
tangible material reality, it can’t be handled. In fact, it hasn’t even been recorded,
strictly speaking, if it hasn’t been saved to a storage medium of some kind.
For many of us who first encountered wordprocessors as experienced, 
adult writers, how difficult it was to get into the habit of saving a document, and
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saving again, and saving over and over. And how baffling it was when a mishap
caused the words that had been your work, that you had just seen before you, to 
vanish from the screen. A bewildering betrayal, but also, as with so many 
computer-inflicted wounds, somehow your own fault.
Another way that the physicality of making can ease the sometime 
unembodiedness of writing can be shown in a piece made in the first “Words 
and Materials” course, “Poem for a Headache” created by Annie Cranstoun. 
Cranstoun transmuted an ordinary bottle of aspirin into pain-relieving poetry. 
Fantastic! Blurrily I imagine that the text was Ginsberg’s “Sunflower Sutra.” 
(Forgive me Annie if I’m in error at any point.)  The method was extraordinary. 
A word, hand-written in very small letters, was inscribed on each tablet. On the 
other side of the tablet was a number corresponding to the position of the word 
in the sequence of the entire poem. So let us say I remember rightly and it was 
“Sunflower Sutra.” One aspirin would be imprinted with “ashes” on one side, 
and 411 on the other. Another had “weeping” and 393. And so on. The artist will
need to remind me if she allocated an aspirin per poem-word, or per unique 
word. That is, do three pills say “locomotives,” or is there one with the numbers 
223, 316, 621 on the reverse. Each method rivals the other in arduousness. 
While the production of this piece required significant left- and right-brain 
power at its inception: conceiving the very notion of such a thing; selecting a 
text, choosing a method of representing it; and so forth ― once under way, it 
could be produced without writerly anguish. “Damn damn damn! Should it be 
‘stalk’ or ‘stem’? Or scape?” 
•••
In fairness, there are infelicitous aspects to the writing-materials interplay. A 
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writer in pre-xerox Hollywood recalled working on final scripts with seven 
carbon copies in the typewriter. He might spend an hour thinking of 
replacements to accommodate a miss-typed word or letter. 
•••
Having considered, through Sedgwick’s “Words and Materials” course, some 
influences on texts characteristic of materials, I turn to the homely practice of 
writing, ploddingly, step by step, with plain paper. I want to create an 
intermission to cheerlead for the symbolic mechanics of using ordinary non-
electronic materials in the writing process. Whether it is the five-paragraph 
essay, free-writing, or preparing an outline, the basic sequence of preparation, 
creating a draft, and refining it is standard in composition classrooms. 
(Importantly, this is far from standard for experienced writers, who use a wide 
range of methods.) Yet little attention has been paid to the degree to which 
traditional supports to this process have been taken from students. The 
evolution from rough to smooth, from sloppy or loose to refined and organized 
is embodied in the use of paper.
The persistence of paper and other tactile material as the model for 
composition is underscored by high-tech interfaces, on the cutting edge of digital
design, that mimic materials such as paper and pen. For example, “Penultimate”
software is called the “easiest-to-use handwriting app for iPad” with which the 
user can “write, scribble, and sketch on a page” with “the natural experience of 
pen and paper” because of “lifelike,” “amazing” ink and “beautiful” paper 
(Evernote). “BumpTop” improves on flat digital desktops by allowing the user 
to stack items on top of one another, flip through them, and even tack them up 
next to the desk (Agarawala). Perceptive Pixels, Microsoft’s implementation of 
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Jeff Han’s multi-touch interface allows users to “visualize data in a completely 
new, hands-on way” that mimics using fingers and two hands rather than 
relying on a mouse (Han). And Jinha Lee’s advanced “levitating tangible 
interface” work “is exploring ways to employ our innate kinesthetic and sensory
skills to interact with the world of data by seamlessly weaving digital 
information into physical space and material. In other words, users can pick 
things up and move them in three dimensions. Beyond this, basic haptic 
interactions such as determining if a surface is smooth or textured and pressing 
on it is an interface are still being tested (Kuchenbecker). Obviously all of these 
programs have affordances that paper doesn’t, for example, high-speed 
alphabetization or digital duplication. Yet is it worth noting that 1) they each 
take as their reference the most basic paper-based manipulations and, 2) few of 
these have been fully realized in commercial products and none is widely 
embraced― the ideal has not yet been achieved. 
Consider the development of a piece of writing through stages of revision. 
― brainstorming, note-taking, book-marking (flagging, marginalia-ing, etc.) and 
so on ― The process of thinking, structuring, revising and polishing, when done 
manually, is (was) materially manifest in a sequence which may include 
fragmentary notes, a hand-written draft, an a refined, typed final version. The 
material affordances for writing tell a lot about process. Notes on a yellow pad, 
crumpled paper in a wastebasket, a clear, then corrected typed page, at end a 
stack of crisp paper sheets, tidy and white. 
Before the Zero Draft
The earliest moments of composition often occur along with reading, and so the 
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writer's earliest texts are often staged in reading material. Even on the tiny 
canvas of the edge of a page, paper provides incredibly rich affordances for 
thinking, composing and writing. Marginalia and other notations such as 
underlining or the pasting of "flags" on a page may not rise to the status of a 
"draft" or even preparatory* notes, but they are very often the tiny seeds of more 
developed work later on, and continue to function as reference points 
throughout the writing process. An important characteristic of these germ-texts 
is their great variety of form. Brief notes, or symbolic markings such as stars or 
questions, or even the inclusion of petals or other samples, are only a small 
sample of the range of possible notations. They are also extremely varied in the 
kinds of information they can hold or transmit. They can indicate a reader's 
complex response, the need for further attention, simple interest, or categorize, 
rate, etc. And they may be disconnected, fragmentary, tentative, developmental, 
questioning, experimental, uncertain, from the hip, off the cuff, overly sure or 
confident, utterly biased, emotional, personal, highly idiosyncratic all the way 
through to polished, well-argued analysis. Furthermore, all of this functionality 
is available through a fantastically user-friendly, intuitive interface.  
Not just because paper etc. is familiar, but developed in response to 1,000s 
years human evolution. If we didn’t have fingers, we wouldn’t use pens. For all 
of the conceptual work they do, writers are, at least for now, embodied agents.
As a writer’s progress continues, paper and pen continue to provide subtle, 
high-density. The notes look rough, possibly chaotic. The hand-written draft is 
much more consistent in appearance, and begins to mimic the form of a printed 
page. A typed “final” is no longer a direct body product. It looks and feels 
mechanically-made, refined, and resistant to mutability: a finished thing. While 
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each of these stages can be accomplished on a computer (and conversely they all 
can be conflated within a single manual process), the presence of these physical 
cues nonetheless inform how the process of writing is conceived, understood, 
and experienced. In this sense, the practices entailed in writing with paper are 
truly an analogue to the process of writing itself. 
From across a room, an observer might make a guess at the stage of writing
that was in process by looking the state of the author’s desk. These innumerable 
material cues to the stages of writing are surely more important for the 
beginning writer than they are for the experienced one.  The value of such cues 
has been, in practice if not intentionally, both disabled and discounted by 
wordprocessors. On the contrary, many of the great virtues of wordprocessors 
are said to be the elimination of these stages, materials and practices. 
Recall, Sedgwick’s course “Words and Materials” had a studio component, 
which is quite unusual for advanced study in English. What Sedgwick brought 
to the fore again and again in that course were aspects of language that were, or 
could be, embodied, the overlapping of text and materials. For example, a 
subject taken up in the course was “Articulation and Dolls.” That “articulation” 
is placed before dolls” indicates that the topic engages both senses of articulate: 
to express in words, and to form a joint (EKS.net). 
In her posthumously published essay, “Making Things, Practicing 
Emptiness,” Sedgwick discussed the profound difference between writing and 
working with physical materials: 
… the craft aspect of art making―or, more simply put, of thing 
making―does seem (doesn't it?) to be an exceptionally fruitful place 
for exploring those middle ranges of agency. Or maybe my sense of 
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craft comes from the contrast with my peculiar relation to writing, 
where (at least according to a no doubt very eccentric idea of 
perfection) I'm an insane perfectionist ― to a degree that amounts to 
endless self-punishment―and am fueled by a neurotic demand for 
mastery even in this area that, intellectually, I know so well puts 
mastery altogether out of the question." (Weather 79-83)
In contrast to “endless self-punishment” when writing, Sedgwick goes on to 
describe the process of working with art materials: 
…how different it is to set to work with physical materials…. One has 
at last the reassuring sense of a grounding in reality. I feel this 
wonderfully in my material practice, with the ways that paper, fabric, 
thread, and other supplies press back so reliably, so palpably, against 
my efforts to shape them according to models I've conceived. In these 
circumstances perfectionism, for me, would make no sense at all, and 
the disturbing fantasy of omnipotence has no opportunity to arise. 
(Weather 83)
I argue that a similar, if less pronounced, feedback system is at work in the 
relationship between the writer and her writing materials. Writing with pen and 
paper (or another material tools), cue users in ways that are absent in electronic 
texts, which can in turn have a profound effect on the process of writing itself. 
This is not to contradict Sedgwick’s observation about key differences in 
material and conceptual work: 
really I think anyone who’s verbally quick at all ― verbally and 
conceptually ― is liable to develop such grandiose illusions of magical
omnipotence in relation to language―exactly because, unlike making 
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things, speech and writing and conceptual thought impose no material
obstacles to a fantasy of instant, limitless efficacy. Nor for that matter 
is there anything to slow down the sudden utter spoiling of such 
fantasy…. (Weather 79)
Along this binary of immaterial language and non-verbal materials there are 
middle spaces, points of intersection, and gaps, and these can be useful ― 
perhaps necessary ― for most writers, and for student-writers in especially.
Creating where no inner critic exists
…instead, there are second-by-second negotiations with the material 
properties of whatever I'm working on, and the questions "What will it
let me do?" and "What does it want to do?" are in constant, three-way 
conversation with "What is it that I want to do?" (Weather 83)
Eve Sedgwick’s dimensional work (such as weaving and book-art, discussed in 
the previous chapter) points to useful insights into the nature of materials such 
as pens and paper and how they can inform/structure/support composition. 
Doing + Materials = Making
Dyed fabric and woven yarns may seem an unlikely source of inspiration for 
21st century writing practices, which can now be “virtual” to the point of not 
only having no material "location" but not even having a fixed digital abode ― 
no hard drive, disk or memory stick ― residing on whatever server happens to 
be hosting some part of the Cloud at a particular moment. 
Material/tactile/haptic practices are useful as a companion to electronic 
composition and editing, but may play an even more important role for the 
online learner and instructor, where all material remnants of the writing process 
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are either eliminated or profoundly obscured. 
The material and sensory information structure writing in powerful ways. 
Behold, a very, very few scraps from the development of this chapter: 
Fig. 4.4. A tiny fraction of drafts and revisions.  (Meyerhoff)
Possibly, predictions of newly liberating hypertexts aside, such structuring 
forces will survive any degree of textual dematerialization, just as the sundry 
etymologies of English words continue to leave traces in their spelling, no matter
how nonsensical. Someone who was not George Bernard Shaw pointed out that 
“ghoti” might be how “fish” was spelled if gh was pronounced as in enough, o as
in women, and ti as in action. 
Contrast the sameness and interchangeability of digital text ― you might 
take a big heavy book to the library to read it with concentration and focus, but 
would you do that with an e-text on your tablet? Maybe ― but still, everything 
is kind of alike on the screen. That which is not occupying space and lacks mass 
― unlike that book or a craft/art object – cannot often be viewed with the same 
gravity.
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From across a room, a computer file filled with scraps of unconnected 
thoughts expressed as shorthand notes and exquisite prose minutely refined 
look the same. On the computer the text of a published book, an antique 
manuscript, a cake recipe, or a newspaper might look alike also.
The potentially unambiguous agency of the writer in the creation of writing
deserves a question mark at least, and writers have also long-used techniques 
that disperse or deflect it: strict poetical forms, “free” writing, James Merrill’s 
use of a Ouija board to communicate with Ephraim, or Jack Kerouac’s use of 
continuous rolls of paper in his typewriter to allow his writing to be 
spontaneous and unhesitating, for example. Most wordprocessors compress a 
writer’s agency to a laser-like concentrated force. All is your fault ― what is 
there as well as everything that is not. If you make a spelling error, the computer
will fix it, because you gave active or passive permission. 
Two characteristics I want to discuss are haptic/tactile and intangible. The 
degree to which a thing provides haptic information correlates inversely to its 
being intangible. Using the computer mouse as an example, it has a firm but 
extremely limited haptic component. By contrast, a pressure-sensitive stylus and
tablet offer more degrees of haptic experience, and paper and pen (or brush, ink-
dipped finger, etc.) many more still. The text printed in a book is haptic; if it is 
engraved with raised ink, or letterpressed with type sunk into the surface of the 
paper, it has greater haptic qualities than if it is offset. If it is on a computer 
screen, the text itself is almost entirely, virtually entirely, or entirely intangible. 
Many a time I conceive of What Eve Does as opening a binary spectrum or 
a list by radically expanding the conceptual space into a third dimension. I feel 
an analogy to the dimensionality of material (two dimensions at minimum), 
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with its potential layers and textual ambiguities, and the lesser dimensionality of
virtual text. To compare, for example, a fully graffiti-covered subway train to 
graffiti rendered on a computer is more like chalk and cathedrals than chalk and 
cheese.
The analogies between writing with paper and composing texts might be 
either the cause or an effect of how writing materials work ― the use of the hand
rather than the elbow, let’s say, for the task, both provides affordances for use of 
tools such as a pencil, and for a high degree of control and refinement in forming
written symbols such as letters. 
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Buddhist practitioners are encouraged to vividly contemplate death and dying. 
It is said that “two only among the forty meditational practices are always and 
under all circumstances beneficial—the development of friendliness, and the 
recollection of death” (Conze, 87). Conze also notes that this “agrees fairly well 
with Plato when he says that they are the ‘true votaries of knowledge’ who 
‘practise nothing else but how to die or to meet death’” (87).  Three of the four 
“Thoughts that Turn the Mind” are related to impermanence and death. (They 
are the reality of impermanence and death, the rare and short-lived 
opportunities that being human provide, and karmic cause and effect. The other 
is to recall the suffering of this life – arguably related also.) 
Eve Sedgwick says that her initial interest in Buddhism was “frankly 
soteriological” (Touching Feeling 156), an often Christ-inflected word that has 
absolutely nothing to do with clothing.  Salvation is not a typical Buddhist topic. 
It’s to do with the idea of no difference between beings. “Liberation” is probably 
the closest they usually get. Sedgwick doesn’t report if she finds salvation or not.
But she writes in several places about the inter-dependent arising of her 
interest in Buddhism, textile arts, and the diagnosis of metastatic cancer. 
Connections between dying and art-making appear in Buddhist tradition. An 
example is the poems composed by zen practitioners as they near death. 
Sedgwick incorporated several zen death poems into textile hangings, such as:  
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Fig. 4.5. Fabric hanging. (Sedgwick)
which says, 
I have always 








The Buddhist principle of emptiness, sunyata (shoon-yah-TAH), is at the core of 
all the Mahayana schools, which include every Buddhist tradition in practice 
today sans two. There is no zen Buddhism, no Tibetan Buddhism, no Chinese, 
Vietnamese, Malaysian Buddhism as they have been practiced without the 
teaching of sunyata. The Heart Sutra, in which this idea is expounded, is the 
originary text of the Mahayana.  (Buddha’s teachings are known as sutras (SOO-
trahs), a name derived from the red strings that tie the pages of the texts 
together. The English word “suture” comes from the same root.) It is “heart” 
because it is the core, pith, crux, essence, gist, or heart of the teaching. The 
subject of the Heart Sutra is emptiness, and there are aspects of emptiness in the 
form of the Heart Sutra, and the Heart Sutra speaks to a pedagogical emptiness 
also. Donald Lopez writes that the significance of the Heart Sutra “derives from 
the manner in which its components are woven together, as well as from what it 
retains, what it adds, and what it deletes from the formulae of the longer sutras” 
(Explained 6). 
The slogan “form is emptiness” has become, for many Americans, not merely
shorthand, but the essence of the Heart Sutra and Mahayana Buddhism, much as
e=mc2  has become the common distillation of the Theory of Relativity. Next to 
“karma” it is probably the best-known Buddhist idea, but like both karma and 
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relativity theory, it is widely misunderstood. 
What is emptiness, what is the form of the slogan “form is emptiness”? In the
context of the Heart Sutra, form isn’t only “the visible shape or configuration of 
something,” or the “arrangement of parts; shape” as the Oxford English 
Dictionary has it.  Here, form is the earliest beginning of any sense of duality at a 
very, very, very basic level. It is a fundamental dualism that makes the first 
beginnings of subject/object distinctions possible. Every conceivable bit of 
sensory, cognitive, and emotional apparatus are proclaimed in the Heart Sutra as
being emptiness, and emptiness as being all these things.  Yes, “form is 
emptiness, emptiness is form, form is no other than emptiness, emptiness is no 
other than form,” but equally, and in precisely the same way, aroma is 
emptiness, emptiness is aroma, being tense and worried is emptiness, emptiness 
is being tense and worried. To be “empty” in this sense is to be contingent — in 
any manner at all. No black without non-black: black is empty. No hearing 
without sounds, no cramps without muscles, no sun without space, no light 
without dark, so hearing, sounds, cramps, muscles, sun, space, light, and dark 
are empty. They are empty of an independent, non-contingent, stable nature or 
existence.  This is why it not only is possible and makes sense, but is also merely 
logical to say that everything emerges from emptiness. It’s not the way Venus 
and her shell emerge from the water, but how analogue watches come into being
only with the existence of a digital watch.
In other words, the Heart Sutra describes a relation, it does not compare two 
things, one form, one emptiness, and finds them “the same” as one another. 
The Heart Sutra contains a mantra: 
OM GATE GATE PARAGATE PARASAMGATE BODHI SVAHA.
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The Nalanda Translation group brings forth that, “this Sanskrit mantra 
represents the quintessence of the sutra beyond concept. It means: “OM gone, 
gone, gone beyond, completely gone beyond, awake, so be it.”  Because Sanskrit 
is part of the Indo-European family, some of us who do not read Sanskrit can to 
some degree intuit what’s going on here. “Gate” (gah-TAY) is “gone” and 
“para” makes it beside gone, or further along goneness. “Sam” continues the 
journey to an ultimate end; we’re even further than beside, we’re at the summit, 
the ultimate gone.  Notably, the mantra does not include “sunyata,” emptiness. 
For me, an especially intriguing emptiness of the Heart Sutra is the Buddha’s 
absence from the act of teaching itself. Like all Buddhist sutras, it begins “Thus 
have I heard…” (or an equivalent translation) which is the voice of Ananda (ah-
NAHN-dah), renowned for his memory, who, as the Buddha’s personal 
attendant, heard every one of his teachings. He recites the words of the Buddha 
exactly as they were spoken. In this case, however, the Buddha’s words are few. 
First, he enters the meditation of “profound illumination.” Then Shariputra 
(shahr-ee-POO-trah), a student of the Buddha, asks a question, and 
Avalokiteshvara (ah-vah-low-KEE-tesh-vah-rah), a more advanced student, 
answers in some detail, as we have seen. When he concludes, the Buddha rises 
from the meditation and confirms Avalokiteshvara, saying, “thus it is…one 
should practice…just as you have taught.”  Within the tradition, this key 
teaching is without question given by the Buddha; it is what the Buddha taught; 
it is the Buddha’s teaching. Although Avalokiteshvara speaks, it is the Buddha 
who creates the environment in which the teaching can occur. Or we might say, 
only the Buddha provides the affordances that allow the insight of sunyata to be 
transmitted. 
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Always Already Awake
The Dalai Lama has said, “every sentient being—even insects—have Buddha 
nature. The seed of Buddha means consciousness, the cognitive power—the seed
of enlightenment.”  This is rock solid doctrine across all the Mahayana schools. 
Everyone says so.  Sogyal Rinpoche says “The buddha nature is simply the 
birthright of every sentient being, and I always say, ‘Our buddha nature is as 
good as any buddha’s buddha nature.’” If it turns out that moss has been 
sentient all along, then moss has innate luminous mind, Buddha nature, 
according to Buddhist thought. 
•••
It is this principle that gives the paradoxical conceptual-mind blowability to the 
mu koan. In this one, the student asks the zen master, “Does a dog have Buddha 
nature?” and the answer is “mu,” roughly “no.”  Clearly the master is wrong, 
Buddhistically speaking. 
•••
The meanings of mu (Japanese, or Chinese wu, both 無) can convey a rich array 
of negation: 
  a lack of
  a negative
  caused to be nonexistent
  has not
  impossible
  is not 
















I’ve heard tell that meditation master Chogyam Trungpa was asked if a dog could 
meditate. He seemed to mull it over, and then he said, well, it might have difficulty 
with the posture.   And Wittgenstein wrote, “If a lion could talk, we could not 
understand him” (223e), but makes no comment on their ability to meditate. These 
strike me as being closely connected. 
•••
And also, “Buddha nature” can be considered equivalent to a thorough-going but 
nonetheless mundane understanding of impermanence. Like when your leftovers go 
moldy. Does that kinda take the magic out. The magic of mold and wild yeast is 
everywhere around us. 
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The question, Which is better, existence or nonexistence?, is an old one. Not everyone 
grasps the dilemma right away, but the advantages of nonexistence over being are 
clearly identified in the old Yiddish joke, retold by Sedgwick on at least one occasion in 
class: 
A person laments, “The way life is, it’s better not to have been born.” Another 
answers, “Yes, but how many are so lucky? Not one in ten thousand!” 
This is a wonderfully clear and compact expression of a position which can be difficult 
to defend, if only for rhetorical reasons. 
In the Jewish tradition it is one of the longest debates between the Schools of Hillel
and Shammai, at the time of the Second Temple (516bce - 70ce).  Shammai seemingly 
wins for once when Hillel agrees that it is better not be have been created. But (they are 
Jewish schools) having been created, we are obligated to live and do good deeds, or 
mitzvahs (Talmud, Eruvin 13b). Oy. 
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2500 years ago, at around the same time more or less, the Buddha Guatama 
Shakyamuni taught that contrary to Hindu theory, there was no atman (AHT-mahn, 
Sanskrit for soul, or self), but only the illusion of self. The complete dissolution of this 
false sense of self is nirvana, the extinction of that illusion. This is considered to be a 
good outcome. Nirvana is not a paradise, some kind of heaven. It is not to be, to not be. 
Rebirth after death is generally not considered a good outcome; it will necessarily entail
suffering and delusion.
One can imagine that Melville’s Bartleby would understand this intuitively.  His 
refrain, "I would prefer not to," applies to everything from work, to speech, to 
movement, to basic sustenance such as eating. Never a preference; only its negation. 
Better not to, anything. More recently, David Benatar in his book Better Never to Have 
Been argues that existence is always a harm, and therefore abortion, not giving birth, 
must be the highest moral response to a pregnancy. 
In each of these examples nonexistence is favored over existence in the end. Of 
course this is the position of those who exist. One wonders, would the nonexistent 
argue otherwise. 
Sedgwick heads into the paradox of championing non-existence in her essay, 
“Around the Performative: Periperformative Vicinities In Nineteenth-Century 
Narrative,” where she observes that the “fascinating and powerful class of negative 
performatives--disavowal, demur, renunciation, deprecation, repudiation, ‘count me 
out,’ giving the lie--is marked, in almost every instance, by the asymmetrical property 
of being much less prone to becoming conventional than the positive performatives” 
(Touching Feeling 70). Therefore the existing, if they want to be fair about it, should put 
their thumbs on the non- side of the scale. 
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Not Performing
“That’s enough. You can stop now” is a formula that appears several times in A 
Dialogue on Love. Sedgwick glosses it as: “That’s enough hurting; you can stop living 
now” (69). 
That’s enough; you can stop now. Isn’t this the blessing into whose enfolding 
arms every complaint of suffering bounds--in its dreams?
At least, it means that in my native land.
Five miles across the border, phrasebooks say, it’s different. 
There, it’s a way that parents calm their kids (69).
I always wonder, why five miles?
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